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Author's Preface 

Every human mind is unique, a jumble of ever- 
changing ideas, assumptions, emotions, desires, 
conflicts, intentions, certainties, doubts and, yes, fears; a 
personality too complex to be seen as a whole. We 
never truly know another person; we do not truly 
understand ourselves. We see only fragments and, 
taking the bits we see, we make generalizations and 


categorize, putting people into ready-made boxes 


according to the norms of our culture. Some accept the 
typecasting imposed on them and either believe it is 
what they truly are or wear it as a façade to mask the 
secrets of the heart; others rebel against it. We al play 
games, yet none of us gets to make the rules. 

Sexuality is one of those boxes, and our society 

would have it one of the most rigid. It is not. It is fluid, 
shifting, porous. As if our sexuality told the whole story, 
when we are so much more! There is no either/or. Male 
and female, masculine and feminine, have no absolute 
boundaries in a given culture and certainly not between 
one culture and another. They have no absolute 
boundaries in Nature, nor even within a single 
individual. A person can be straight, gay and bi al at 
once or at different times of life. What we find attractive 
changes with age and experience and the popular ideal 
of beauty; we move with or against the current fashions. 
And, of course, public opinion on homosexuality is 
rapidly undergoing a sea change in the Western world. 


How we perceive others is no more monolithic 


than the people themselves. Unless we are obtuse or 
stubbornly prejudiced, our judgment changes as we get 
to know the other person, as more fragments reveal 
themselves, aS we mature, as the society we live in 
evolves. We compare our assessments with those 
others make, and we also look back and interpret past 
actions in a new light. It brings us not so much nearer to 
the truth as farther from the lies. 

These fragments and the patterns into which 

they fal in our mind's eye are the kaleidoscope that 
gives this colection its title. The stories show people 
guessing at what makes others—and themselves—tick 
and either holding on to their first impressions in spite of 
evidence to the contrary or drawing new but stil 
incomplete conclusions; they show the same character 
from multiple points of view; they show people 
pretending to be what they are not and who do not 
know what they are. 

These incomplete perceptions of others and 


oneself applies not only to the characters in these 


stories, but also to their first and third person narrators. 
None of them are omniscient. The anonymous narrator 
of "Proteus" only knows what happened but can no 
more read Dr. Kroner's mind than the professor can 

read Roy Bramson's. Is he realy not interested in 
younger men or do his principles or instinct for self- 
preservation hold him back? Similarly, what the "I" in 
“Roomies" says about the three men is only an opinion, 
and whether or not they've had sex together is at best a 
guess. None of the versions of "Kevvy" is entirely 
accurate (Kevin's may have been, but we hear it from 
Cole, who editorializes heavily), and Robbie in "Since 
the Reunion" may be as reticent to reveal his sexuality to 
the reader as he was to Phil and Lance. It folows that 
the people who read these stories, coming from 
different backgrounds and holding different views, wil 
interpret them differently. Even I, the author, don't 
know the "truth" of the fictions I've invented. For 
example, | can't decide who kiled Tanner in 


“Photographic Memories". 


To do justice to my theme and reflect the 

changing attitudes that are so central to the gay 
experience, the stories span a good half-century, which 
roughly corresponds to my lifetime—my sexual lifetime. 

| have arranged them in reverse chronological order. 
The first three are set in the twenty-first century; "Facing 
the Music" takes place in the last decade of the 
twentieth; the characters in "Kevvy" look back on 

events that occurred in the early eighties; the people in 
"Polygon" try to live the so-caled sexual liberation of 

the seventies with disastrous consequences; and the 
attendees seeing old friends at their high school reunion 
in the last story graduated in 1960. 

| have put myself into three of the seven stories 

—as a spectator, not an actor, to give the perspective 

of an enlightened (I hope) person my age at that point in 
time. As Ebenezer Scrooge says again and again to the 
Spirit of Christmases Yet to Come, "I'm not the man | 
was." Today | am a colege professor in his sixties who 


has good-looking young men in class; back in the 


eighties, my children were in high school; and | 
graduated high school in 1961. But the stories 
themselves are fictions and draw only marginaly on 
things that have happened to me and what! did asa 


result. 


Proteus 


Dr. Edmund Kroner taught Greek and Latin, dead 
languages. He'd grown old teaching them and for over 
half his long career had watched them die. Nothing 
seemed as irrelevant to young people today as the birth 
and infancy of western civilization—their civilization. 
What every educated person had once known—had 
had to know—had become less than terra incognita, 
shards buried beneath the surface of an overbuilt earth 
and whose existence (if one could cal it that) they 
barely suspected. 

He himself had fared much better. He had a ful 

head of silver-gray hair, al his teeth, firmer skin than 
men twenty years his junior, and had never had a 
problem controling his weight. He walked three miles 
every day and played racquetbal twice a week. Sweets 
didn't tempt him. Youth did, but he'd resisted that 


temptation for most of his adult life. Sex with men under 


forty did not tempt him, though he found celibacy less 
appealing in comparison. He appreciated, admired, 
marveled at the graceful athleticism of young manhood 
—the broad shoulders, narrow hips and tight buttocks, 
the winning smiles—without mentaly undressing them. 
He was content just looking and no longer indulged in 
fantasies. He'd seen the reunion photographs in the 
alumni magazine. The pretty boys he'd had in class 
when he started teaching now looked older than him. 
His coleagues gasped, unbelieving, when the 

university had recognized his forty years of service the 
previous spring. Some asked him afterward if he looked 
forward to retirement. The thought had not occurred to 
him. In a sense, the changing times had already retired 
him. There no longer was a Department of Classics. Of 
the five people who taught in it when he started there, 
only he remained. Two younger coleagues, each hired 
as a replacement for two retirements, now belonged to 
other departments. When Greek had given up the ghost 


a half-dozen years earlier, Cynthia kept the beginning 


Latin class and filed the remainder of her workload as 
the university's ancient historian, and Jim transferred to 
philosophy, where he taught Plato, Aristotle, the 
medievals, and ethics. The provost created a new 
department in the non-discipline of Humanistic Studies 
with Edmund as chair. He taught one tiny second-year 
Latin class, had a couple of students in an independent 
tutorial in advanced Latin, and three "large" classes, at 
most one-third or one-quarter the size of an 
introductory course in macro-economics or American 
political theory. Every fal he offered a course in 
vocabulary building for second-year students who had 
discovered as freshmen that they needed it to read and 
write, and Classical literature in translation and 
mythology in alternate spring semesters. The latter 
attracted twice as many students as the ancient 
masterpieces. 

The course began with a brief overview of 

creation myths—Sanskrit, African, Mayan, Norse, and 


finaly Greco-Roman—then traced the legendary history 


of Athens, Thebes and Corinth, the Trojan War and the 
founding of Rome, gradualy introducing selections from 
Aeschylus, Sophocles, Homer and Virgil as primary 
sources. At the end of the year they read longish 
extracts from Ovid's Metamorphoses. 

Every few years one wil have a class joker 

among one's students. This is often an advantage. Nota 
class clown, whose very presence is disruptive, but a 
joker, a young man, less often a woman, whose witty 
remarks are to the point and lighten the atmosphere so 
that sitting in class becomes a more pleasant experience 
for the other students and their professor as wel. That 
spring his name was Roy Bramson. 

Edmund didn't pick up on Bramson's game until 

halfway into the first unit; until then he took everything 
he said at face value. Bramson had perfected the 
technique of innocently asking a question that seemed 
naive on the surface, but which when folowed through 
brought out complexities and led their discussion in 


Surprising directions on topics Edmund had covered so 


often they had become second nature to him. He asked 
them with an expression of absolute deadpan and wide- 
eyed curiosity, like one of those students who have such 
ingrained opinions that they assume everyone thinks 
exactly as they do and require a long, overly simplified 
explanation before they can grasp an unfamiliar idea. 
What finaly gave him away was that where he seemed 
to be coming from was constantly shifting. 

Edmund always had his students fil out a smal 
information sheet the first day of class. After three or 
four class sessions, he took note of Bramson's 
participation and looked through them again to see what 
he had written. Except for the last item, his answers 
were unremarkable. 

Major: undecided—economics? computer science? 
biology? 

Why you chose this course: / need it for my 
humanities requirement & it fits in with my 

schedule (nearly everyone put something like 


that) 


1 to 3 things you know about Ancient Greece 
and/or Rome: they ate olives, they had 

orgies, they conquered the world 

When he handed out the sylabus, Bramson had 

raised his hand and asked if the creation myths they 
studied would include Darwin's theory of evolution. A 
couple of students guffawed; others looked 
embarrassed. It was impossible to tel whether he was a 
wise guy or a creationist. Edmund answered 
noncommittaly, explaining that the course did not deal 
with truth, but with stories different cultures invented to 
help them make sense of the world. 

Thanks to Bramson's question, that first day 

was unlike any other. Instead of outlining the course, 
Clarifying his expectations, giving his little "Why study 
mythology?" speech and letting them go early, they 
talked about subjects he always reserved for the last 
week of class—if the expression "modern myths" was 
accurate or figurative, how entertainment and the media 


perpetuate what we take for granted, to what extent 


globalization had homogenized the modern view of the 
world, what national legends persisted in different 
countries and how they affected international politics— 
vital questions that they would turn to again and again 
during the course of the semester. 

Nearly the whole class participated in the 

discussion, and by the end of the hour, Edmund knew 
things about his students that might have come out later 
in their papers or an off-hand remark, or which he might 
never have found out at al. Cory Baker was probably 
some fuzzy kind of Marxist, Joanna Gimble a feminist, 
Paula Nicholson had made the Palestinian cause her 
personal crusade, Mark Adams thought that half the 
ilegal immigrants were taking away our jobs and the 
other half were draining an overly generous welfare 
system, and Trisha Scheldt was a movie buff. Roy 
Bramson, he assumed, must be a fundamentalist 
Christian. He wasn't. In subsequent classes he 
constantly shifted his point of view, never giving himself 


away, impossible to pin down. When they studied 


Mesopotamia, he waxed enthusiastic over the 
resemblances to Genesis. Two days later, when they 
turned to ancient India, he sounded like a Hindu ascetic. 
Bramson's shifting, indeterminate quality came 

out in other ways as wel. Most students instinctively 
gravitate to a certain section of the classroom, though 
not the same spot in every class they take. The north- 
south orientation of the room may have something to do 
with it, or the size of the windows, or their interest in the 
Subject, or if they have friends taking the course. The 
fact remains that they tend to pick a chair by the end of 
the first week and sit in it for the rest of the semester 
except if they arrive late. Bramson seldom sat in the 
Same place more than once, and certainly never twice in 
a row. How he kept track of where he had sat and 

where he hadn't Edmund could not fathom. Perhaps he 
was less consistent in his inconsistency than it seemed, 
but with three classes a week for fifteen weeks and less 
than thirty students in the class, it was possible for him 


to carry it off. By doing so he forced the others to move 


around a bit. Not until two-thirds of the way through the 
semester did Bramson sometimes find al the new spots 
already taken and have to choose a Seat he had already 
occupied. 

Edmund noticed that a student sitting in an 
unaccustomed part of the room was less likely to 
participate in the discussions, but it was a smal price to 
pay for Bramson's presence in his class. The course 
took on a dimension it never had before. The house of 
Atreus became a springboard to dive into (of al things!) 
family values and marital fidelity, and from there it went 
flying off in al directions at once. 

"| n The Eumenides Aeschylus takes a moral 

morass and tries to bring order out of chaos," he began. 
"Do you think he succeeds?" 

"| don't see it as a moral morass," Bramson 

said. "The problem is that people won't put things 
behind them and go with the flow. Helen runs off with 
some dude and the whole country goes to war. 


Eschylus makes it clear he doesn't think it was worth 


it." 

"Wasn't that the gods’ punishment for the sins of 
Atreus and Thyestes?" 

"It's the people who turn it into a punishment. 
Menelaus wasn't the first guy whose wife cheated on 
him." 

"What about Agamemnon's children?" 

"The same thing al over again. Their father's 

gone for ten years, their mother takes a lover, and they 
get al bent out of shape over it. What did any of them 
expect her to do? They're a family of sickos, if you ask 
me." 

Edmund had asked; he just hadn't expected that 
response. 

Joanna Gimble accused Electra of betraying her 

sex. Bramson roled his eyes. 

"Oh, come off it! What kind of loyalty do we 

owe the other members of our sex?" 

"Men stick together in al patriarchal societies. 


That's one of their ways of hanging on to power. 


Women have to stick together to protect themselves." 
"What about friends and family? Aren't our first 

loyalties to them?" 

"She wants to kil her own mother. That her 

father sacrificed her sister means nothing to her. It's 
always the women who get sacrificed in these stories." 
"Not always," Edmund pointed out. "Theseus 

caling on Poseidon to punish Hippolytus is a kind of 
sacrifice, and earlier in that myth, the Athenians have to 
send seven maidens and seven youths as tribute to the 
Minotaur." 

"| stil can't figure out why they couldn't defend 
themselves," another student said. "It was fourteen 
against one." 

The discussion went off on a brief tangent about 
monsters and then returned to Clytemnestra. It annoyed 
Joanna that in addition to murdering her husband—not 
that she approved of murder—the myth condemned her 
for not favoring her male child. 


"Does she treat any of her children wel?" 


someone asked, which brought them back to Electra. 
"Why pick on her?" Bramson chalenged. "She's 

not thinking clearly; she's consumed with hatred. If 
anyone's a traitor to her sex, it's Athena. She comes 
right out and says so." 

"I think right and wrong are more important 

than personal loyalties," another student said. 

"But that's how the Greeks saw right and wrong 
before the rise of philosophy in Periclean Athens," 
Edmund pointed out, "as a bond between friends and 
loyalty to the group you're born into. Like al religions, 
they saw their stories as teaching people how to 
behave." 

“How not to behave is more like it," said 

another. 

"Both. The Bible contains plenty of negative 
examples too." 

"Do people realy get their morals from the 

stories they hear?" someone asked. "Don't they make 


up stories that take for granted the morals they already 


have?" 

"Could that be why the myths give such a 
contradictory picture of Greek values?" Bramson 

asked. "Society evolved, but the old stories stayed the 
same." 

"Things are no different now. How many 

people's actions are in accord with the values they give 
lip service to?" That was Baker, the Marxist. 

"Then they're not realy their values," Joanna 

objected. 

"Do we have real values anymore?" Bramson 

asked. "I don't mean as individuals; | mean as a nation." 
Edmund wrote the heading AMERICAN 

VALUES on the board and said, "Okay, let's make a 

list of our values—real or supposed—and see if we as 

a society uphold them." 

"Make another list for Greek values," Bramson 
suggested. 

Their discussion of Medea folowed much the 


same lines and spiled over into the next class. They 


clearly were not going to make it through the sylabus 
that semester. Edmund figured they would have to skip 
Ragnar@k or the Apocalypse, and he could cut back 

on the discussion by having the kids read less of Ovid 
and spend one day reteling some of the less important 
stories. 

Bramson did wel on exams and wrote good, 

decently organized papers with the usual mistakes in 
speling and grammar. He never took notes. He might 
have been playing his professor for a patsy or heckling 
or beating his favorite dead horse. No matter. He never 
directed his comments at him personaly or sounded 
impertinent, and they sparked lively and fruitful 
discussions that Edmund had no trouble keeping on 
track. Once most of the students were involved and 
actively contributing, Bramson often faded into the 
background. 

Whatever his motivation, Edmund had him 

pegged for a political conservative. Then he made a one 


hundred eighty degree turn on the Œdipus legend. 


"Dr. Kroner..." 

"Yes, 

Mr. 

Bramson?" 

Edmund 

said, 

acknowledging the raised hand. 

"Do you think he suspected al along he was 

porking his mom?" 

"| beg your pardon?" It was the first time he had 

said anything blatantly sexual or used a vulgar 
expression. 

"What | mean is most guys aren't into older 

women. When you are, you generaly have some sort of 
hang-up about your mother." 

Joanna Gimble blew up, but it was not the word 
“porking" that upset her. Edmund figured that a lot of 
young people didn't know a polite expression from a 
dirty word unless it began with F and had four letters, 


and let it pass. Stil, it was the first time something 


Bramson said had proved disruptive. On the other 

hand, they always went off on a Freudian tangent when 
they read about Œdipus. He could not blame Bramson 
for that. 

Edmund had no idea what to make of the kid. 

He asked around to find out which of his coleagues had 
had him in class and what they thought of him. He was a 
hard worker; he was a goof-off; he was a bright kid 

who was too shy to speak up in class; "Yeah, the 

name's familiar, but don't expect me to remember every 
student who shows up in one of my classes"; he always 
looked tired—probably a party type; definitely a 

druggie; he was at the mercy of his hormones and every 
day was running around with a different woman; he had 
a steady girlfriend; what he needed was a steady 
girlfriend. No one caled him a joker. He had more 

faces than he had had instructors, but only Edmund had 
seen the chameleon in him. 


* OK OOK OX 


Bramson continued to make off-color remarks 


from time to time as the semester progressed, not letting 
his language cross the line into outright indecency and 
infrequently enough to surprise the other students. 
Edmund had learned to expect anything and found it 
easy to imagine the kid staying up half the night to plan 
his next surprise. Bramson might have been playing cat 
and mouse with him, or he may have taken a kind of 
childish pleasure in taking charge of the course. Edmund 
did not worry about his stepping out of bounds. The 

boy was enjoying himself in class, the other students 
were learning, and he was stil in control of the sylabus. 
Edmund was giving his lecture on oracles, one 

of his favorites. He showed slides of Delphi and 
struggled to convey how no photograph could do 

justice to the site—its unspoiled beauty, the awesome 
stilness, the feeling of immanence and imminence 
(which necessitated a short vocabulary lesson). One 
could understand how people believed that here the 
god stirred. He assigned no special readings in 


preparation. By now they had more than enough to 


draw on. 

"Mr. Bramson." 

"Dr. Kroner, why do you think people want to 

know about the future?" 

"Isn't it obvious?" 

"Not to me. Sure, | like to speculate about it 
sometimes, but | don't want someone else teling me 
what's going to happen. It doesn't make sense that 
people get pissed off if you tel them how a movie ends, 
but they'l pay a palmist to find out how old they'l be 
when they get married or how many kids they're going 
to have." 

"I know exactly what you mean," Trish said. 

Other people took up the discussion: 

"The myths show it doesn't make a difference 

whether you know or not. It's going to happen 
anyway." 

"The worst of them are the soothsayers who go 
around teling everybody what's going to happen 


without being asked. Then the unlucky jerk goes ahead 


and does exactly what he has to for it to come true 
while thinking al the time he's figured out how to avoid 
it." 

"Like CEdipus." 

"CEdipus asked, over and over." 

"I meant his father." 

"When they do ask, they never get a straight 

answer; what they get is a riddle. Can you imagine 
someone going to a medium today and settling for 
riddles?" 

"The future /s a riddle," Edmund said, "but some 
mythological figures spel out exactly what's going to 
happen when they predict the future. For example, the 
sea god Proteus gave straight answers; the trick was 
making him talk, and it wasn't easy. You had to hold on 
to him, pin him down literaly and figuratively. He was a 
slippery character, changing shape every two seconds. 
You never knew what you had to deal with from one 
moment to the next. Like our friend Mr. Bramson here." 


Bramson blushed. A couple of students 


chuckled, and Joanna gave him a hard stare. "I don't 
know what the future has in store for anyone," he 
muttered, "and like | said, | don't want to know." 
Edmund caled him over as he was leaving class 

and said, "I hope | didn't embarrass you by comparing 
you to Proteus." 

"No, quite the opposite. | took itas a 

compliment." 

"But you blushed." 

"| did? Then it must've been from pleasure. 
Sometimes you tel a student when they've said 
something good, but you've never said it to me." 

"| haven't? | suppose that's because you usualy 

ask questions." 

"I've heard you say, ‘That's a good question’. 

To others, not me. I've been wanting to ask, but | 
haven't dared—are my questions any good?" 

"You ask excelent questions, the kind that 

stimulate discussion. | just don't always recognize it at 


first. There's something about your delivery that makes 


you sound... wel, clueless. You do that on purpose, 
don't you? Or I see it's a good question and people 
pick up on it and run with the bal before | can say 
anything. | consider you one of the assets in this class." 
He blushed again. 

When the sylabus moved on to Homer and 

Virgil, Proteus took on a new persona—the military 
expert. With Virgil his talk was al about tactics; with 
Homer he'd played the advocate of teamwork and 
folowing orders. Edmund imagined he would rip into 
Achiles for breach of discipline. Instead he asked, 
"What does he care about that slave girl anyway? Isn't 
he sleeping with Patroclus?" 

Another comment Edmund had not anticipated. 

"He cares about the slight to his honor. Agamemnon has 
taken his booty. Sex with a slave girl has nothing to do 
with it." 

"Exactly. Because he and Patroclus are a 

couple." 


"Not an exclusive couple. Achiles probably 


wouldn't have other men, but he'd have other women." 
"One man and lots of women." 

"It stil happens," Hernandez interjected, "and 

the other way around too—one woman and lots of 
men." 

"But they are in a sexual relationship," Bramson 
insisted. 

" Homer doesn't say so," Edmund went on. "We 

don't know if homosexuality was typical of Greek 
culture in his time, but later many Greeks certainly saw 
it that way. It's an example of how when society 
changes people understand the old stories in a different 
light." 

The class didn't feel like pursuing that angle. 

They went on to talk about male bonding in the military 
and debate the "don't ask, don't tel" policy. Edmund 
found the discussion engrossing, but not particularly 
relevant. Bramson hotly defended it, which didn't mean 
that he was in favor of it, only that it pitted him against 


Joanna Gimble. Edmund wondered if he wished he had 


something going with her. If so, he was going about it 
the wrong way. He had thought the kid was more savvy 
than that. 

Bramson's military persona was short lived. 

Before they had finished Livy's version of the founding 
of Rome, the weather turned warm and he started 
showing up in class al the time in gym shorts and a tank 
top and carrying one or another piece of sports 
equipment—a basketbal, a footbal, a Frisbee. He 
became the jock. Edmund doubted he was on any of 
the colege teams—he never wore a varsity letter or 
asked to be excused from class for a practice or an off- 
campus game—but he suspected he was finaly seeing 
the real him. 

He also thought it made for a very good- 

looking real him. Before the gym shorts and tank top 
Edmund had not considered him one of the more 
handsome men in the class. He had a pleasant face but 
otherwise there was nothing special about his looks. 


The honors for the handsomest stil went to Andy 


Hernandez, the Latino boy with the wavy, jet black hair 
and pale skin, but Bramson now took his place among 
the runners-up. Part of it was because he adopted a 
more easy-going air to go with his new persona and 
seemed to laugh more, but mostly it was because of his 
body and how he sat, or rather, sprawled: the typical 
jock's posture, designed to take up the maximum 
amount of space, slouched back in his chair with both 
feet on the floor and legs wide apart. 

The female students in the class seemed to 

concur. They could not tear their eyes away from him, 
and several of them flirted openly. Bramson no longer 
looked for a new spot to sit in every day. From then on 
he took his place in the front row just left of center with 
the cuter girls al around him. Joanna Gimble sat two 
chairs away in the row behind him, not in order to be 
close to him, but because she had sat in the same chair 
or right next to it since the beginning of the semester and 
nothing Roy Bramson did was going to make her move. 


With Bramson sitting almost directly in front of 


him, Edmund had a ringside view of the boy and his 
assets. His legs were a definite asset, muscular and 
shapely, his thighs big enough so the gym shorts dug 
into them when he bent his knees. They were looser 
around his hips, so his endowment did not fil them, but 
Edmund guessed it was fairly generous. The tank top 
hugged his upper body, outlining his pecs and nipples, 
and sometimes it rode up so you could see his navel. 
The muscles in his arms were very hard, and the hair in 
his armpits and what little he had on his arms and legs 
as blond as the hair on his head. Cut short, it made him 
look al-American, not realy Edmund's type, but it 
complemented his latest macho athletic look nicely. 

As uSual, the class began to lose focus as the 

end of the school year approached and the weather 
turned warm. The effect Bramson's outfit had on some 
of the women in class was just the beginning. The 
weekend parties became more frequent and rowdier, 
students did their assigned readings less carefuly, more 


of them showed up for class unprepared, they were 


easily distracted and tended to look out the window. 
Almost every day someone asked if they could have 
class outdoors, but Edmund held firm. Some of his 
coleagues complained of students cutting or disrupting 
class with their chatter. The mythology course did not 
fare as badly as some others had in the past, but 
Edmund wondered if the growing lack of direction was 
in part due to his own distraction—the one provided by 
Roy Bramson sitting in the front row in gym shorts and 
a tank top. 

The off-campus counterpart of the general 

rowdiness was more disturbing. In the large city closest 
to their colege town there occurred two very ugly gay 
bashings in quick succession. One of the victims 
suffered a ruptured spleen and lost an eye. The police 
labeled the first an ordinary mugging and claimed the 
incidents were unrelated, although nobody believed 
them. They only began investigating seriously when the 
third bashing occurred a week later. 


The news set the campus buzzing. Some nasty 


letters appeared in the student newspaper that verged 
on blaming the victim: risky behavior entails risk, don't 
expect sympathy if what you do offends people, 
homosexuality is a vice or a sin or a crime against 
nature, and so forth. The next edition contained three 
ful pages of responses to the letters, al but one or two 
condemning them. Then several faculty members found 
anonymous notes in their mailboxes bristling with insults 
and anti-gay sentiments, each making some reference to 
their discipline—questioning the statistics that ten 
percent of men are homosexual, that sexual orientation 
has a biological basis, making references to Whitman 
and Oscar Wilde, etc. Some who received the notes 
were openly gay, others were suspected of it, and one 
or two were unquestionably straight. Edmund got one 
that read: You're not in Ancient Greece. Don't go 

picking the Hyacinths. 

Edmund ripped it up and threw the pieces in the 
wastebasket. He realized when he got home that he 


ought to have kept it. Whoever wrote the note knew his 


mythology. He could have hung on to it and compared 
the handwriting on the next time he gave an exam. He 
stil had their information sheets somewhere; a few of 
them might have written the word "Greece". Would that 
be enough? Bramson, he remembered, had written his 
in block capitals. It couldn't have been him anyway. 
Proteus was too eclectic for a homophobe. 

The notes prompted the administration to ask 

al professors to devote a few minutes of class time to 
discuss sexual orientation and homophobia. That day 
Edmund had scheduled his lecture on the Ovid stories 
they had to skip. He could easily make time to work 
something in. 

He began by saying that this particular class 

probably didn't need to talk about it. The subject of 
homosexuality had come up fairly often and would 
again. They had not, however, discussed homophobia 
per se. They had seen in the myths that the Greeks and 
Romans took it for granted that bisexuality was 


widespread, perhaps the norm. 


"Let's not forget the animals," Bramson said. 

"| see you've been reading Ovid. We'l get to 

the animals presently. We also see that the gods, 
demigods, humans are no different from the others of 
their... um, species because of whom they choose as a 
partner, and they—at least humans—aren't today 
either. I'm sure many of you have homosexual friends. If 
you haven't, take my word for it that you know some 
homosexuals; you just don't know they're homosexual. 
Statisticaly speaking, there would be between two and 
four in this very class." 

"Why bring statistics into it?" Mark Adams said. 

"We know there are. Hernandez here is out. Right, 
Andy?" 

Edmund slammed his fist down on the table. 

"That's not what this is about. Your personal lives and 
personal comments about them have no place in this 
classroom. Is that clear?" 

Dead silence; some students looked scared. His 


sudden outburst had shaken everyone and probably put 


the kibosh on discussion that day. He had not planned it 
that way, but it meant he would be able to get through 
his entire Ovid lecture except maybe the last story on 
his list, one of the least wel known, Vertumnus and 
Pomona. 

Vertumnus, another shape-changer and a 

newcomer to the Roman pantheon, fals in love with the 
chaste nymph Pomona, but she refuses to let him into 
her orchard. "We al know what an enclosed garden 
symbolizes, | suppose. So, Vertumnus transforms 
himself into an old woman to gain her confidence..." 
"He turns himself into a woman in order to 

seduce her," Bramson interrupted. "Was Pomona a 
lesbian?" 

Joanna Gimble blew up and launched into him. 

She was livid. 

"| didn't say there was anything wrong with 

being a lesbian. | just wanted to know she'd have been 
interested in him if she thought he was a woman or if he 


just did it to put her off guard." 


"We al know what it sounded like. You don't 

have to come right out and say it. Most homophobic 
remarks are innuendo, and they don't hurt any less." 
Bramson turned to the class for support. "Did | 

say anything against lesbians?" 

The consensus was that he had not, but given 

the present atmosphere, it could easily be misconstrued, 
and for that reason was uncaled for. 

"I bow to the majority," he said. 

"We find many examples in mythology of 

changing shape in order to seduce someone," Edmund 
went on. "We can take it as emblematic of the sad fact 
that you can't trust what a person says when he—or she 
—is hitting on you." The observation seemed to put the 
class at ease; the tension dissipated. "Zeus does it al the 
time. He turns himself into a bul to get close to Europa, 
a shower of gold for Semele, a swan with Leda..." 

“Those were rapes, not seductions," Joanna 

objected. 


"True, but many people are beginning to say 


that seduction is a kind of rape when it's dishonest." He 
smiled. "Shal we cal them date rapes? We can discuss 
date rape in a minute. First let me give some other 
examples. When he... Jupiter... appears to Calisto in 
the form of the goddess Diana, that's a seduction." 
"But Calisto is a lesbian," Bramson said. "At least 

that's how | read it." 

Before Joanna or anyone else could start up 

again, Edmund said. "That's one interpretation, and | 
think the right one. But not Pomona." 

He finished teling the story with five minutes left 

over to discuss date rape, but no one felt much like 
talking. Any issue dealing with sexual behavior had 
become too touchy. 

So Hernandez is gay, Edmund thought when he 

got home. Funny he hadn't spotted it. A gorgeous kid, 
absolutely stunning features. As for Adams... He got 
out his information sheet and examined the handwriting. 
No, he definitely hadn't written the Hyacinth note. 


A much more unsettling thought struck him in bed. 


Bramson? There'd been that business about Achiles, 

and now that crack about lesbians. The Achiles 

question he could discount if it weren't for the other. His 
tone of voice had been perfectly neutral. He'd come 
back to it, though, been pretty insistent. Did it mean 
anything? And the sheepish grin he'd given him when he 
was defending himself against Joanna— wasit a 
sheepish grin or was it a knowing smile directed at him? 
Bramson enjoyed playing with people, catching them off 
guard. Was there more to it than that? That jock outfit 

of his and out of nowhere sitting in the same place every 
day, was it meant to mock him? Tease him? Chalenge 
him? Had he heard someone say something about "gay 
Dr. Kroner" or had he picked up on it himself? How 

long had he known? Had the off-color remarks started 
when Bramson figured it out? Or had he, Edmund, 

given himself away more recently? Was he looking 
Bramson's way more than he thought, letting his gaze 
linger on him? He felt certain he wasn't staring, but 


something in his expression maybe... 


The more he thought about it, the more 
uncomfortable he felt. 

x OK OK XK 
The folowing Friday Edmund drove to the city 
to visit the gay bar he frequented most often. He hadn't 
had sex since mid-October, nearly seven months, a long 
time even for a man in his late sixties. It had been that 
way for several years. Winter was his lean season. 
Unless some past contact phoned and they arranged to 
get together, sex was not on his agenda for most of the 
school year. Not for lack of desire; it was simply less 
urgent than it had been when he was younger. He had 
not lost the ability to perform. He would have used one 
of those new erectile wonder drugs if he needed them. 
What he lacked was the opportunity. When the 
opportunity arose, he rose with it, and he could satisfy 
any partner who didn't insist on young flesh. He made 
love more slowly and had fewer orgasms—usualy just 
one—but that satisfied him. On the other hand, going 


without for seven months did not. 


He lacked the opportunity because of where he 

lived. The colege town had two gay bars, which he 
wouldn't have frequented no matter how desperate he 
became. He didn't go out of his way to hide his 
sexuality, but he didn't want students gossiping about 
him either. Most of the men who went there were off 
limits because he'd had or might eventualy have them in 
class. Not al of them were students, of course, but they 
were definitely al too young, not a man there over 
thirty. Instead he went to a bar some forty miles away 
that catered to an older crowd. The winters were cold, 
they got a lot of snow, and he preferred to stay home. 
Now it had turned warm again, it got dark later, the 
flowers were in blossom, and his juices were flowing. 
The bashings didn't scare him; he had no 

worries for his own safety. Both victims had described 
their attackers as in their twenties and said they had 
lured them from the bar by promising sex. No man 
under forty was going to lure him anywhere. Although 


the incidents hadn't occurred at his bar, it and al the 


others had taken steps to soup up security as a 
precaution. Cruising the bars was less dangerous now 
than when he was young. 

He had always been cautious. If he went alone, 

he spent the first half-hour checking out the men. The 
men, not the merchandise. He'd sit off to the side and 
observe—their behavior, not what they looked like— 
and didn't just talk sex when he chatted them up. And 
he only picked up those with whom he hit it off. 

The bar was more crowded and lively than 

usual. He was nursing his drink at a corner table in the 
shadows when the hum of conversation faded for a 
moment and he saw al eyes turn in one direction. A 
very attractive, much younger man had come into the 
bar, blond, toned, slim, wearing tight jeans that molded 
to his thighs, outlined the cleft between his firm buttocks 
and emphasized his package, his white shirt half 
unbuttoned, a gold cross hanging from a chain on his 
smooth chest. He recognized him as a Protean mutation 


of Roy Bramson. 


The boy hadn't seen him. He debated whether 

he should leave unnoticed, ignore him, or say helo. He 
didn't want to embarrass the boy or let him think he had 
a sexual interest in him. He'd admired his handsome 
good looks in class, though without lusting after them, 
and had no desire to pick him up. On the other hand, if 
Bramson had figured out he was homosexual and had 
adopted his macho persona expressly to unsettle him, 
letting him know he'd seen him at a gay bar would put a 
stop to it. 

He joined the group of men miling around him 

and asked in a neutral tone if he had a car. 

Bramson didn't react to seeing him there. The 

only time Edmund ever got a reaction out of him was 
when he'd caled him Proteus. 

"No. | take the bus and catch the seven-thirty 

back in the morning." 

"With a lot more than the bus fare in your 

pocket, | suppose." 


"| don't hustle. I'l let a guy buy me a beer, that's 


al." 

"Wel, if you need a ride back, | have one. If 

you don't see me here when you're ready to leave, it 
means I've gone home with someone." There was no 
risk. It wasn't likely Bramson was one of the attackers. 
Even if he were, he wouldn't bash someone who could 
identify him, and under no circumstances someone 
who'd be giving him a grade. Bulies of that kind are 
usualy cowards at heart. 

"We can leave now if you like." 

"But you just got here." 

"Yeah, but if no one picks me up, I'm stuck 

here for the night. It happens sometimes." 

Edmund unlocked the car for him and took his 

place behind the wheel. 

“Does this mean I'm getting an A?" Bramson 

asked. 

"It means you're getting a ride back to campus." 

"I'm sorry, that didn't come out right. It wasn't a 


blackmail threat. | meant to ask if we're going to have 


sex, and tried to phrase it indirectly because... wel, 
because you're my professor." 

"No harm done. Just watch your mouth." 

Edmund hesitated, then added, "I'l probably give you 
an A. You've nailed it in classroom participation, and 
that's one-third the grade." 

"I don't say that much." 

"It's not how much you Say in class. It's not even 
what you Say. As | said the first day, if the class 
would've been different without you in it, you're 
contributing more than your fair share. You get A's on 
the exams, and your papers are solid B's after the 
rewrite." 

"| don't care about the grade unless it brings 

down my GPA." 

"It won't. Unless you're puling for a 4.0." 

"Dr. Kroner?" 

"Yes?" 

"Wil we?" 


"No. You're in my class." 


“Don't | turn you on just a little?" 

"You're very good looking, but looks aren't 

what turn me on. | took it for granted you were into 
girls. | thought you had the hots for Joanna." 

“Joanna Gimble? I'd like to have a go at her, if 

only to put her in her place. She takes that feminist bit 
of hers too far, always putting men down. I've thought 
about it ever since the day you told us about 
Proserpina. You remember what she said?" 

“How women are always getting raped in those 
stories?" 

"And you pointed out that 'rape' means 

‘abduction’, and she went off on one of her tangents and 
started arguing with you about what rape means. That 
did it." 

Edmund chuckled. 

Bramson went on: "Yeah, | sleep with girls. 

What of it? | need some form of release, don't I? But 
you can't bottom for a woman. I've tried it, and a dildo 


is no substitute for a real cock. Besides, they have no 


idea what to do with it in a guy's—" 

"Spare me the details. | won't discuss your 

sexual activities—or mine—with you. Or sexual 
activities at al, for that matter." 

"That's cool. But you asked about my orientation. 

| suppose you'd cal me bi, but | definitely prefer guys. 
The gay scene on campus has nothing to offer me, 
though. I'm into older men. You must've figured that out 
when you saw me in that bar. | discovered it a couple 
of months ago. What're you smiling about?" 

"Nothing that concerns you." He was imagining 
Bramson leafing through the alumni magazines and 
drooling over the men he used to think were cute when 
he had them in class decades earlier. 

"The young, studly types don't make me hot. | 

don't give them a second glance in the locker room, so 
nobody suspects." 

"If you like older men so much, you should've 

turned down the ride home. There were plenty of 


interested parties." He remembered the comment the 


kid had made when they discussed Œdipus, the one 
about men who were attracted to older women. 

"A guy can hope, can't he? You don't often run 

into someone your age who's in such good shape and, 
wel, downright handsome. At least | think so. How old 
are you anyway?" 

"Going on seventy. That makes me almost half a 
century older than you." 

"You're kidding! | thought you were in your 

fifties. Seventy... no shit! Are you trying to seduce me 
or something?" 

"| thought | made it clear that I'm not." 

"I've been flirting with you almost from day one. 
Haven't you noticed?" 

"| don't let myself notice things like that. Why? 

Do you think the other students have?" 

"Nah. To them flirting is something overtly 

sexual. | won't out you if you don't out me." 
"Speaking of outing, I'm sorry if your little 


outing turned out to be a waste of time. But you should 


have realized | had no intention of coming on to you. | 
did say when | offered to drive you back to campus 
that if | weren't there anymore, it would mean I'd gone 
home with someone, didn't I?" 

"| wouldn't cal it a waste of time. Anything but. 

It's nice be able to sit here with you and talk one-on- 
one without playing games. Do you have any idea how 
cool you are?" 

"Cut the flattery. It doesn't matter whether you 

say you lust after me for my body or my mind. I'm not 
biting." 

"No, realy. Al the kids in class say so too. The 

way you pick up on our questions, the way you can 
hang on to the discussion and leave us free to take it 
where we wil, the way you make the material into 
something that speaks to what's on our minds and not 
just a batch of fairy tales. You're always on top of 
things. Maybe another semester." 

"Are you thinking of taking my Classical lit in 


translation class?" 


"That's not what | meant." 

"Then the answer to your question is no." 

"It wouldn't have hurt to give me a maybe." 

"Okay, if it makes you feel better—maybe. But 

it won't happen." 

"Wil you fantasize about it at least?" 

"My sexual fantasies are none of your business. 
Besides, | have no control over them. Do you? My 
brain imagines what it imagines. | can't promise to 
fantasize about anything." 

"| fantasize about you." 

Bramson would cross the line any second. 

Under ten, to be exact. He put his hand on Edmund's 
knee. 

"No touching!" Edmund snapped. This was a 

Proteus he would not hold on to. His vision of the future 
was a damn sight more accurate anyway. 

Bramson withdrew his hand as quickly as if he'd 
been stung and put it in his own crotch. 


"No touching yourself either. And don't you 


dare whip that thing out!" 

"I'm versatile, by the way, so whatever you like, 

I'm sure I'd please you. I'd like it best if you were 
versatile, but | prefer to think of you as a top if you 
aren't." 

"If you don't drop the subject right now, I'm 

going to drop you off right here, in the middle of 
nowhere. And if | see anything resembling a smirk on 
your face in class tomorrow morning, so help me, I'l 
say something that'l embarrass the hel out of you." 
"| wouldn't dream of it. And Dr. Kroner...?" 

"Yes?" 

"When the semester's over, if you ever see me 

on campus, wil you cal me Roy?" 

"I'l cal you that now, Roy, only not in class. 

And l'm Dr. Kroner... now, next semester, after you 
graduate. Other professors let students cal them by 
their first names, but | never have." 

They didn't speak again until they were 


approaching the city. Edmund asked where he lived. 


“Angus Apartments. You can drop me off a 

block or two away if you're afraid someone wil see us." 
"No one wil." 

When he got out of the car, Bramson said, 

"You know I realy, realy, realy wanted to spend the 
night with you." 

"Yes, you've convinced me of that. Now go 

inside, put me out of your mind, and sleep alone. If 
you're stil horny in the morning, you can try your luck 
with one of the girls who fawn al over you. You can hit 
on Joanna Gimble if you want a real chalenge. You 
have more of a chance with her than with me. Good 
night." 

And that was al. Edmund returned to the bar the 

next weekend, hooked up with a man of a more 
Suitable age he'd seen there once or twice before, and 
went home with him. He almost backed out when the 
man said, "That kid you left with the other night, he's 
fabulous in bed, isn't he?" 


“| wouldn't Know," Edmund said curtly. "I just 


gave him a lift home." Then what the "isn't he?" implied 
hit him, and he added, "You've been with him?" 
"Once. You realy missed out on something." 
"| wanted to miss out on it. He's too young for 
me." 
In the end, he was glad he didn't let the subject 
of Bramson stand in the way of their hook-up, because 
they had a lovely time. They exchanged phone numbers 
and promised to get in touch when school was out and 
Edmund had finished the chore of correcting final exams 
and papers and turned his grades in. For years Edmund 
had longed for a long-term relationship, and while he 
didn't expect it would happen now that he was in his 
sixties, he hadn't entirely given up hope. 

KKK 
Edmund was so pleased with his mythology 
class that he invited them to the little get-together he 
hosted every year for his advanced Latin students, 
something he hadn't done since his first years as a junior 


faculty member. He biled it as Kroner's Saturnalia, but 


nobody got the joke, which was just as wel since it 
wasn't a very good one. 

Not everyone came, perhaps eighteen in al. He 

divided his time between making polite chit-chat, which 
he hoped would put his guests at ease, and checking to 
make sure no one had spiked the punchbowl. With 
most of the students under twenty-one, he had to serve 
lemonade and cookies. He served sherry when he 
invited only his advanced students. He knew they 
probably would have preferred beer, but it seemed 
inappropriate for a professor to host a kegger. 

Bramson showed up in what Edmund imagined 

would be the last of his Proteus mutations—a sports 
jacket and tie. He kept his distance and focused his 
attention on Trish, who, if Edmund read her body 
language correctly, agreed to go to bed with him before 
the party was half over. He guessed it would be her first 
time. It could have been him, he reflected. Maybe in 
another quarter century. How old would he be then? A 


hundred? He smiled at the thought. 


"You find it funny too?" Joanna Gimble asked. 

He'd been standing off to the side when she came up to 
him, and they formed a little téte-a-téte. 

"Find what funny, Ms. Gimble?" 

"Roy. | feel sorry for Trish, but it's her own fault 

for not realizing it's going to be a one night stand." 
"What makes you so sure?" 

"He always has one night stands. It's a shame 

realy, because he's basicaly a nice kid." 

"I'm glad you think so. Maybe he just can't get 

the one he realy wants to be interested in him." 

"I'm pretty sure that's what it is. So we agree 

about him." 

"I'm not so sure about that or you wouldn't be 

saying what you've said about him. I've been watching 
him in class. | think he's sweet on you." 

"On me? If Roy's sweet on anyone, it's you." 

"Me? Honestly, Ms. Gimble!" He gave a little 

laugh that he hoped sounded authentic. 


"I'm pretty sure he's gay." 


"And I'm very sure he isn't." 

"It's what made me so mad when he made that 
crack about lesbians." 

"He wasn't being serious." 

"I Know that. It was just part of his role play as 
colege jock. Roy is many things—" 

“That's putting it mildly!" 

",,.but he's no hypocrite, and he isn't stupid. A 

gay man should know better." 

"Don't talk so loud. | won't have anyone outed 

in my home. Not that | think you're right. What makes 
you Say it?" 

"The way he looks at you. The way he behaves 

in class." 

“Everyone looks at me in class. And what's 

wrong with his behavior? I've enjoyed having him in 
class. He keeps me on my toes." 

"That's just it. I've been in two other classes 

with him, and he was completely different there." 


"Proteus is completely different everywhere. 


But gay? You must be wrong." 

"It's just a suspicion." 

"Then keep it to yourself." 

"| do." 

The party was a success, the perfect way to 

cap off a superlative semester. Bramson got his A, and 
Edmund got the best student evaluations he'd ever 
received. The next time he offered the course, it would 
probably fil quickly and some kids get closed out. 
After submitting his grades, Edmund caled the 

man he'd exchanged phone numbers with to arrange 
another date. 

"I'm pleased you're stil interested. | didn't think 

| had a chance with al those beautiful young studs 
hitting on you." 

"What beautiful young studs?" 

"You know, the one you drove home that night. 

He's the one | meant. | can't believe you turned him 
down. He's twice as gorgeous with his clothes off; 


words can't describe him. Even a photo wouldn't do 


him justice. You have to see him in the flesh. He realy 
gets into it too." 

"If he turns you on so much, maybe you should 

forget about me and see if you can't get together with 
him again." 

"| have, just a couple of days ago, but that 

doesn't mean I've lost interest in you." 

"I'm flattered." 

"I'm teling you, if he ever crosses your path 

again and stil wants to go to bed with you, don't turn 
him down." 

"He won't ask. | was very firm in my refusal." 

"Pity. Wel, let's give some thought to our next 

date." 

A day or two later Edmund found a smal 

envelope in his mailbox at school, in it a blank greeting 
card with a sketch of the Acropolis on the front and 
inside what felt like photographs discretely folded ina 
piece of paper. He read: Thank you for a wonderful 


semester. l'm enclosing a few sides of me you 


haven't seen yet. — Proteus. 

He wisely waited until he was in the privacy of 

his office to look at the photos. There were seven of 
them: Bramson sitting on a bed in his tighty-whities, one 
leg folded under him, the outline of an erection clearly 
visible; three views of him standing, stark naked—one 
from the front, his fine, circumcised cock hanging over 
his free-swinging bal sack; one from behind with his 
head turned to look back over his shoulder, that 
showed off a smooth back and a deliciously rounded 
bubble butt; one from the side, with a large erection 
pointing straight out like a pistol; and two more of him 
naked leaning back in a cushiony chair. In one he had 
his feet on the armrests and was looking down at an 
erection that looked even bigger standing up tight 
against his stomach while he suggestively fingered his 
anus with a lewd smile on his face. In the other he had 
his feet on the floor and his penis lay limp on his thigh 
like a long, thick slug, a glistening thread of slime 


stretching out from the tip. A pool of ejaculate ran 


down his chest and bely. In the last photo Bramson 

was kneeling on the bed with his backside to the 
camera, thighs spread wide with his nuts hanging low 
between them, and both hands holding his buttocks 
apart—the classic porn star pose. His pink anus gaped 
like the entrance to a rabbit warren, incontrovertible 
proof that he'd just been fucked, probably more than 
once. 

The pornographic shots were not to Edmund's 

taste, but the other three were beautiful. On second 
thought, that last one... he could see himself fucking 
that ass if the kid were thirty years older and not a 
student at his university. He wouldn't have minded going 
sixty-nine with him either. When he'd realized what they 
were, his first reaction had been to destroy them. He 
knew now he'd keep them al. 

Bramson phoned him at home that evening. 

"Did you get the photos?" 

"| got them." 


"Wel, what do you think of them?" 


"That you have a lot of nerve and a gorgeous 

body." 

"I wouldn't have sent them if I'd been able to fit 

your lit class into my schedule. | hope they didn't offend 
you." 

"| realy ought to tel you they did, but it 

wouldn't be true. | don't have sex with men under forty. 
| never said | didn't like to look. Who took them?" 

"A guy | picked up at the bar. Somebody I'd 

been with before." 

"I suppose he has a Set too." 

"No, it was my camera. | told him I'd print them 

up on my computer and send them to him." 

"And you didn't. That wasn't very nice of you." 

"| did send a couple, but not the ones | gave 

you. Close-ups, no face shots." 

"| prefer seeing the whole man." 

"By the way, the guy who took the photos, you 

know him." 


Edmund blew up. "You talk about me with your 


pick-ups? How dare you!" 

"| don't. Honest. | didn't this time either. He 

asked what | wanted them for, and | said to send toa 
guy who once gave me a ride home from the bar and 
refused al my advances. | never thought in a milion 
years he'd know it was you." 

So it was Alan, the man he'd gone home with the 

week after he ran into Bramson in the bar and who'd 
raved about the boy's prowess in bed when he'd caled 
to set up another date. So much for his dreams of a 
long-term relationship! It must have tickled him to think 
he'd have a hand in bringing him and Roy together. Had 
the kid told him anything else? Had he asked Alan to 
say something to help in his seduction or just had him 
take a few photos? Wel, it wasn't going to happen. 
Maybe twenty years from now, he thought, if l'm still 
alive and not totally impotent. 

His mind had wandered; Bramson was off on 

another topic. "I'm sorry. What did you just say?" 


"About the photos. Are you going to keep 


them?" 
"I'm not teling." 
No, it wasn't going to happen, but maybe, just 


maybe, he would fantasize about it. 


Roomies 


The scene: a spacious condominium apartment 

near the center of a major American city, jointly owned 
by three men in their mid-twenties. Each has his own 
bedroom, one with a separate bath. They have in 
common their upper-middle-class backgrounds, their 
ambition for a successful career, their enthusiasm for life 
and boundless energy, their madcap sense of humor, 
their devotion to their favorite stars and TV programs, 
their occasional indulgence in recreational drugs, their 
choice of Hawai as their favorite place to vacation, 
their membership in the same health club, their good 
looks—lean build, narrow hips, broad smiles—and 
especialy their up-front, in-your-face gayness and the 
disguise of their undisguised effeminate mannerisms, 
though not al to the same degree. They do not, 
however, share sex. They may have had one or more 


one-night stands with one or both the others sometime 


in the past. | couldn't say for sure. 

Marty shares the most interests with the others, 

for instance, Art's fashion sense and his passion for 
cheap mystery novels, domestic animals, and fine—if 
pretentious—cuisine, and, like Denny, Marty is a social 
butterfly and addicted to gossip and disco dancing. Art 
and Denny share having grown up in a large 
metropolitan area, whereas Marty moved from 
Midwestern suburbia only a few years ago. They also 
Share an interest in politics and a love of philosophical 
discussion. Politicaly they could not be more unlike, 
however. Denny is a dyed-in-the-wool liberal and Art a 
conservative libertarian. As for Marty, he has not the 
slightest interest in noble causes and the only current 
affairs that interest him are those his acquaintances are 
carrying on. Denny does his best to join in his friends' 
discussions about the visual arts or high culture in 
general although they pay him no attention or discount 
everything he has to say. His only connection with it is 


his preference for live theatre. Art tunes the other two 


out when they gleefuly rip their mutual friends apart, 
and Marty covers his ears and insists he "doesn't want 
to hear about it!" when Denny and Art argue over 
politics or lose themselves in some intense, abstruse 
philosophical debate. He does it most conspicuously 
when they talk about existentialism or any of the 
German philosophers. 

They get on surprisingly wel together, though Art 

is generaly bored when Marty and Denny decide, as 
they al too frequently do, to entertain guests, and Marty 
seethes inside at Denny's lack of concern for his 
appearance when they have someone over. Only once 
have they come close to blows, when Denny wanted to 
watch yet another rerun of The Wizard of Oz instead of 
Queer as Folk. Most likely to pair up would be Marty 
and Denny, because their cattiness when they start to 
gossip nearly always focuses on sex and brings them 
one baby step beyond flirtation. 

Marty, the flamer, and the archest of the lot. A 


meticulous housekeeper, he alone is responsible for the 


spotless condition of their condo apartment. He has not 
assumed this role out of some analy retentive 
compulsion for order and cleanliness, however, though 
he does pretend to have one. No, he enjoys prancing 
about holding a feather duster, stark naked except for a 
tiny French maid's apron. It annoys him no end that Art 
flatly refuses to recognize his display when he 
(un)dresses in this outfit, and he'd be happier if Denny 
expressed his admiration with a caress or gentle 
squeeze instead of a smack on the ass. It thrils him that 
Denny points him out to the men he brings home, but 
he's stung by their total indifference to his charms, since 
Denny only picks up macho types who are attracted to 
men like themselves. Denny's subdued effeminacy fals 
just within the limits of their tolerance, which is why it is 
doubtful there wil ever be anything sexual between him 
and Marty. After sex, one of Denny's pick-ups once 

said, "The guy could do with a tattoo" —Denny has one 
on his back—and another once asked him, "God, that 


housemate of yours! How can you stand to live with 


anyone that swish?" 

"He's realy not at al like that underneath. Just 

don't tel him that." 

"I saw what he's like underneath." 

Denny found that much too quick a comeback 

for a man he had pegged as the rugged type, and never 
had sex with him again. He was right about it being al 
an act with Marty, though. Marty is a superb speed 
swimmer and roler-blades to work except when it's 
Snowing, and he was an excelent al-around athlete as a 
boy, but he suddenly gave it up halfway through high 
school when an episode of some situation comedy he 
was hooked on convinced him that athletic skil did not 
become a lad of his persuasion. He spent the next three 
months teaching himself how not to throw a footbal. In 
spite of that, he'd have no trouble massacring both his 
housemates, but Denny especialy, at tennis, soccer 
and, though he's under five-foot-six, beach voleybal if 
they ever played sports together. 


Outside the apartment, Marty and Denny only 


socialize to go disco dancing. People notice Marty on 
the dance floor. He took up figure skating at the age of 
four and was winning competitions in junior high school, 
but he never could nail those triples, so in high school he 
made the regionals, but not the nationals. He no longer 
practices, but can stil show off on the outdoor rink in 
the park in winter. 

Much as Marty loves to disco dance, Streisand 

is his al-consuming passion. He owns al her albums, 
vinyl and CD, and has them on his iPod too, and only 

he can keep track of how many times he's seen each of 
her movies. When she opens her wide mouth to sing, he 
imposes absolute silence on everyone around except to 
say, "Listen!", but he keeps up an uninterrupted stream 
of mindless chatter the rest of the time she's on screen, 
chatter so vacuous that you would think him imbecile if 
it was not perfectly clear that the sentences that come 
out of his mouth have not gone so far as to come into 
his mind and his verbiage amounts to little else than a 


discharge of nervous energy. "Oh, doesn't Yentl look 


absolutely darling as a boy? | do hope she's uncut!" 
(Yes, she—and a Jewess to boot!) When he addresses 
his nonsense directly to Streisand, he cals her Babs. 
Marty works as an artist for a large advertising 

firm. He does it al—drawing, photography, graphics, 
what have you. Though he has not been in the city long, 
as shows in a certain lack of sophistication (one would 
describe him as rough around the edges), and only 
broke into the business by starting to freelance after he 
got there, he is quickly working his way up the ladder, 
moving from company to company and every move a 
promotion. Already he is head of his department. His 
doting but homophobic parents worry about him, 
certain that he must have contracted HIV. They 
probably believe that he sucked his way to the top. 
They are wrong; Marty keeps business and pleasure 
strictly separate. The man has real talent. 

| do not mean to suggest that he could not have 

made a niche, not to mention a name, for himself by the 


calculated distribution of his sexual favors, for the man 


is cute as a button and al smiles and bounce. Short 
brown curls cover his head, a near-perfect oval, and 
though there's not a drop of Asian blood in him, he has 
vaguely Oriental features. When something is realy 
funny he laughs naturaly; when he laughs because he 
wants to, he giggles. Similarly, his tendency to traipse 
cannot hide his grace and its underlying power, 
acquired through the figure skating he gave up over ten 
years ago. He has an athlete's body. 

Art, the opera buff. In this he is alone. The 

others' expertise and interest in the art does not extend 
beyond their enthusiasm for whatever aria is featured as 
background music in the latest television commercial 
and for the "Three Tenors" concerts, which Art sneers 

at and cals "the swan song of Lardy Luciano in his 
Turandotage." That turn of phrase and others like it take 
the place of Marty's (largely assumed) gushy girlishness. 
Stil, one doesn't need gay-dar to spot him. With 

Denny, one suspects, but you're never certain until he 


comes on to you. And if you're young and butch and 


good looking, he probably wil. 

Not so Art. He is the only one currently ina 
relationship, though it's hard to say how long term it wil 
be. The two go on vacations together, mostly to 

Hawai, and Art has taken Brian to meet his family. 
Brian's family disapproves of his sexuality, and while 
they wouldn't dream of cutting him off, they refuse to 
meet his partner. When not on vacation, they sleep 
together two or three times a week, more often at Art's 
because he has the more comfortable apartment and 
Brian gets a kick out of his housemates. Especialy 
Marty... which doesn't mean that Art hasn't caught him 
ogling Denny's package more than once. 

Art comes from New Orleans and speaks with 

a trace of his former accent, soft and pleasing. He has 
the slow, unrushed movements of the Old South, is 
always polite, always considerate, and comes across as 
rather reserved, your true Southern Gentleman. At six- 
foot-three, he towers over Marty; Denny comes up to 


just below his eyebrows. His height makes him look 


thinner than he is. He wears his hair short, not in a crew 
cut, but stil too short to tel exactly what color it would 
be if he let it grow out. He has a roundish head and 
smal, finely shaped ears. He's more pleasant looking 
than handsome. Always wel groomed and clean 
shaven, he usualy wears gray and dresses 
conservatively as befits his job, his only jewelry a ring 
with a large tourmaline, his birthstone. He doesn't wear 
an earring like the other two. He works as a financial 
planning consultant and oversees his housemates' 
portfolios free of charge. They are much the richer for 
it. If he hears of a promising investment, he mentions it 
at the dinner table or at breakfast. 

Art doesn't mind when he brings his partner home 

with him and finds Marty parading his equipment behind 
that very incomplete French maid's outfit. Marty thinks 
he does because he ignores him, but he doesn't. Denny, 
on the other hand, who lets it hang out somewhat less, 
is uncomfortable with it, and those smacks on the ass 


he gives Marty are how he hides his discomfort. Art 


isn't at al prudish, you see, nor is he particularly modest 
himself; he's just indifferent to nudity. Yet both his 
housemates have yet to see him naked. Denny wasn't 
aware of the fact til one of his pick-ups, having got an 
eyeful of Marty, asked him what the other looked like 
with his clothes off. Then Denny asked Marty if he'd 
ever seen Art in the buff, and Marty said, "Shal we 
tackle him and strip him?" Denny might have taken him 
up on it, but Marty was joking. But as | said, either of 
them might have slept with him in the past and just 
doesn't want the other to know. It's not impossible. 
Art's love of opera is not of the same ilk as 

Marty's adulation of Streisand or Denny's fixation on 
The Wizard of Oz. He doesn't go around teling 
everyone how wonderful it is; he doesn't ooh and aah. 
Instead he ta/ks opera—singers, performances, works, 
arias, recordings, productions, what have you— 
whenever he finds someone who knows anything about 
it. Discuss, compare, critique. And of course he has his 


colection of CDs and DVDs. He goes to the opera 


whenever he can, which means he goes there often. He 
has a friend he usualy goes with, but that friend is not 
his lover. Sometimes he goes with Brian too, only not as 
often. He would never dream of going with a group. 
He's basicaly a loner. 

When he attends a performance, he applauds 
enthusiasticaly, though not until the conductor has put 
down his baton. He's not one of those who cal 

attention to themselves by yeling "Bravo!" Their 
raucousness annoys him more than if they had shown up 
at the opera house naked. He said exactly that to 
Denny the one time he managed to drag him to see an 
opera, Verdi's Ballo in Maschera. (The hardest part 

was getting him to put on something else besides jeans 
and a tee-shirt.) 

"Like Marty?" Denny asked. "I thought that 

drove you crazy." 

"Not at al. Why should it? It's his apartment as 

much as ours." 


Denny, who frequently took in a performance 


of live theatre, asked him if they ever went nude on 
stage at the opera, expecting a firm no. 

"Not at this house," Art told him. 

"Have you ever seen one where they did?" 

"Not yet." 

"Would you like to?" 

"Not particularly. Nearly al my favorite singers 

are built like a Mack truck." 

Denny, the slob, who can be relied on for no 

household chore besides his own laundry, which he only 
does when he's run out of things to wear. He's also far 
and away the most promiscuous of the three. He never 
goes home with that night's bedmate; he always brings 
him home with him, his one precaution other than 
condoms. He figures that the presence of Art and 

Marty wil keep him from being beaten up and robbed, 
though he's more than capable of defending himself, a 
lot more than they are. Whatever. So far it's worked. 
Denny's devotion to The Wizard of OZ rivals 


Marty's worship of Streisand. He catches just about 


every rerun, but does not own it on video. Why bother? 
It's shown so often that the only advantage of having 
your own copy is that you can see it without 
commercials. Of course if you spend any time with 
Denny there are also the inevitable "Oh, Auntie Em" and 
“There's no place like home" and other quotes from the 
film. Marty, not one of its greatest fans, quotes from it 
too, but only if Denny is there to hear him. One hot 
summer day, when one of Denny's pick-ups asked him 
why he didn't put something on, he answered, "I'm 
melting," and when one causticaly asked if his parents 
let him run around like that as a kid, he pouted, "I'm not 
in Kansas anymore! So there!" and shook his booty at 
him. 

A junk-food junkie and proud of it, Denny's 

favorite food is, paradoxicaly, imported olives, and he 
can distinguish among some three dozen varieties 
blindfolded. As you've no doubt gathered, he is nota 
Snappy dresser, and he's as proud of what he cals his 


"casual dress" (an understatement) as he is of his 


fondness for junk food. He may own one stylish outfit, if 
you can Cal it an outfit. One Christmas Marty gave him 

a black and brown striped happi coat in crepe-like 
cotton that goes down to mid-thigh, which he wears 
(with nothing underneath) to lounge around in the 
morning until he gets around to putting on his clothes for 
the day. Otherwise ripped jeans and a tee-shirt are 
about his only outfit, nowhere near as scandalous as the 
apron Marty wears to clean, but not much less 
revealing, since he goes commando and some of his 
jeans have rips precariously close to the crotch. If he 
has more to show than Marty, he's also less obvious 
about showing it. But show it he does. 

Denny does not have to dress for work 

because he doesn't go to work. He is the only one of 
them who is independently wealthy, and the income he 
receives from his considerable real estate holdings 
alows him to pursue a ful-time non-career as an 

aspiring actor, which for him means taking classes and 


auditioning for roles. He looks like an actor too: wavy 


blond hair, regular features, perfect teeth, rugged. Only 
once has he been offered a part—in a gay revue. He 
turned it down because he'd have had to appear naked 
on stage. Neither Art nor Marty could understand why 
he didn't jump at the opportunity. Denny said he was 
afraid it would typecast him before he ever got started. 
The producers may wel have offered him the part 
because what could be seen and guessed at under his 
torn jeans was more than enough of an audition. 
Appropriately, since he brings men home more 

often than the other two combined, it is Denny who has 
his own bathroom. Besides, they don't want to have to 
deal with his mess. In return, he kicks in a larger portion 
of the rent, and he has more than enough money for it. 
Denny a/ways goes commando, and his jeans are 
always torn. A/most always—because of a couple of 
disagreeable experiences with mosquitoes and one with 
a tick, he keeps two pair without rips for when he goes 
hiking or camping or canoeing. He is the outdoorsman 


of the triad and enjoys white water rafting, rock 


climbing and spelunking as wel the first three activities | 
mentioned. The other two do not go with him on his 
outings, except for the time he took Marty camping. 
They spent two nights together in his smal two-man 
tent, which, despite Marty's best efforts to arrange it al 
neatly, seemed even smaler for the tons of equipment 
they had to share it with. Denny found Marty's fussiness 
annoying but was glad to see how his girly mannerisms 
dropped away almost as soon as they left the city and 
found themselves out in the woods. Being dressed for 
camping certainly helped, both by changing his 
appearance and making it impossible for him to prance 
about—one cannot prance in hiking boots—but he 
changed too, gradualy at first, then abruptly when, after 
they got out of the car and shouldered their packs, he 
said, "Wel... folow the yelow brick road!" and Denny 
answered, "| camp off the beaten path." Then he 
relaxed and alowed his real self to come through. As 

for Denny, he didn't once mention The Wizard of Oz. 


They slept in Denny's double sleeping bag, 


naked and side by side in physical innocence, unless 
you think their raging erections would disqualify them as 
innocent. Both felt that they shouldn't have sex; both 
wanted to. Marty was mostly concerned that if they did 
it would put a strain on their easy relationship back at 
the condo, not that there was much chance of them 
becoming lovers and Art ending up left out. Denny was 
too promiscuous for that. Anyway, Art had a boyfriend. 
Denny, on the other hand, was afraid that it would leave 
him feeling unsatisfied since he would want to flip-flop 
and Marty, a committed bottom, wouldn't. In spite of 
that, they both had fun that weekend. What's more, 
they dropped their usual gossipy cattiness, talked 
seriously about themselves, and got to know each other 
better. They promised they'd do it again sometime, but 
they haven't yet. 

During the camping trip, Marty, who makes 

such a big thing of his distaste and total ignorance when 
it comes to politics, asked his friend point-blank if he 


didn't feel guilty about being a slum landlord. 


Apparently Denny does not see the inconsistency 
between his left-wing political sympathies and the 
comfortable life he leads colecting rents from the poor. 
To give him credit, he does not turn a deaf ear to his 
tenants' complaints when something breaks down, but 
sends one of his many workers to take care of the 
problem immediately. He, however, does no work 
himself. 

So there it is in a nutshel, a ménage-a-trois but 

never a three-way. Those who know them, men and 
women alike, however slight the acquaintance, can't 
think of one without the others immediately popping into 
mind. Barring an unlikely de-yuppification of the 
neighborhood, one can easily imagine them in the same 
apartment thirty or forty years from now, old queens 


stil living together and talking about the same things. 


Photographic Memories 


In the days before they started sealing adult 

magazines in celophane, he used to flip through them 
and their contents would imprint themselves on his brain 
before anyone could see where his prurient interests lay. 
Then he would go home, open his pants, and idly stroke 
himself while his mind read through them, seeing the 
color photos in al their glory and imagining the models 
were the characters he was reading about, though back 
then the magazines didn't show ful frontal nudity. 

Kyle was younger then, and perpetualy horny. 

Now he no longer cared if people knew he was gay 

and would have had no qualms standing in front of the 
racks if they stil held any attraction for him. He'd seen 
thousands of naked men and with his eyes shut could 
see them again; he didn't need to stare. His partner, 
Nathan, once asked how he could be sure he wasn't 


looking at someone else when they made love. He 


answered that while looking at a beautiful body stil 
gave him pleasure, voyeurism per se had lost its 
glamour. 

Other tastes had changed as wel. Instead of 

porn, he liked less graphic, tastefuly written erotica, 
good stories about real people with real feelings 
involved in plausible sexual situations, and though he 
could have taken an entire page in at a glance, he read 
slowly, savoring as he went along. 

He had forgotten the stories he used to read 

from memory as a kid, but sometimes one would come 
back to him, recaled by he knew not what event in his 
present life. He couldn't be sure he remembered it 
exactly. Even a photographic mind can play tricks on 
you. Though he could glance at a newspaper and rattle 
it off word for word, with the stories there was not only 
the time interval to consider. A certain amount of 
elaboration might also come into play, as the models he 
had imagined cinematicaly acting the stories no doubt 


colored his vision. Also, the stories seemed much better 


written than he remembered them, so his literary 
sensibilities must have interfered in an editorial capacity. 
For that reason, at the trial Kyle refused to 

Swear he was absolutely certain the man he had 
identified without hesitation in the line-up was the same 
person he had seen at Cassidy's. 

The prosecutor asked to redirect. She gave him 

five seconds to look at a printed page she took from the 
court stenographer and had him recite it back. He took 
two seconds and reeled it off without a mistake. 

"Yet you say you cannot swear that the accused 

is the man you saw." 

"If you asked me to recite that page againa 

week from now, I'd have to struggle and some of the 
words would be different. The crime was five months 
ago." 

"But you've seen him or his pictures numerous 

times since then to keep him fresh in your memory." 

"Al the more reason to distrust myself. | could 


be remembering the photos and not the man. And I'd 


been drinking." 

"May | remind you, Mr. Adams, that at the line- 

up you identified him immediately?" 

"| did. But | expected the one who did it to be 

there. Supposing it wasn't him and the real culprit was in 
the same line-up. Would | have stil picked him out? 

And there's something else. The man at the bar, and him 
too..." 

"Who, him?" 

He pointed at Passman. 

"Are you saying they're two different men?" 

"I'm saying | don't know." 

"Let it be entered in the record that the witness 
identified the accused. What of him?" 

"Not him, them. They remind—reminded—me 

of someone | once knew. Their features are al mixed 

up together." 

"Couldn't that be why you noticed him in the 

first place?" 


“That doesn't change the fact that | may have 


been mistaken." 

His testimony cast doubt on the other eye 

witnesses. On the other hand, their very number was 
bound to carry some weight with the jury. Only time 
would tel how they'd decide. 

Nathan couldn't understand his stonewaling. 

The explanation that he would sooner see a criminal go 
free than let an innocent man be convicted didn't satisfy 
him. 

“But what he did was so vicious, and it was 

directed at us. Doesn't that make a difference to you?" 
"It makes me wonder al the more if my 

emotions are getting in the way of my thinking 
objectively." 

"If you ask me, you're carrying your principles 

too far." 

"Maybe | am." 

"And if you were on a jury, would you let 

everyone go?" 


"| wouldn't make up my mind based on what 


people thought they saw or remembered they heard." 
“Doesn't the other evidence count for anything?" 

"That isn't the evidence they caled on me to 

give." 

"You're impossible. Admit it, you think he's 

guilty." 

Kyle shrugged. "I'm conflicted." At least he 

wouldn't feel responsible, whatever the outcome. Thou 
shalt not bear false witness against thy neighbor. 
Nathan wouldn't let up. "I wish he had caught 

my eye that night, so | could testify," he said. "Are you 
sure the real reason isn't that he looks like that other guy 
you say you used to know and won't tel me about? 

Was he a boyfriend?" 

"I wouldn't cal him that. | don't even remember 

his name. He wasn't the guy on trial; I'm certain of that. 
Anyway, you're my boyfriend now." 

Nathan's annoyance didn't come between them, 

but Kyle could sense something was eating at him, and 


why. 


* OK OOK OX 


The resemblance between Jared and the man at 

the bar was Startling. 

"Who are you staring at?" Nathan had asked. 

"I'm not staring at anybody. I'm staring off into 

Space." 

It wasn't an exact resemblance, of course. He 

had to be twice the age of the Jared he remembered, 
more grown up—broader in the shoulder and his chin 
squarer. They didn't have the same laugh. And Jared 
would have recognized him. Kyle had been staring 
because he wondered if he would, and he didn't. So the 
man at the bar wasn't Jared. 

Jared had been his best friend throughout high 

school. Then they'd gone off to colege, made new 
friends, grown in different directions, and by graduation 
they had lost contact altogether. They'd only fooled 
around once. He didn't have a crush on Jared, before 
or after, and Jared certainly hadn't had one on him. 


They were best buddies, that's al. But it was their 


fooling around that showed him what he must have 
known al along, that he was gay. Otherwise there was 
nothing memorable about his first time. 

The 

unforgettable 

times 

came 

later. 

Unforgettable times with forgettable men, except for 
some who maybe taught him some new sexual 
technique and a few on account of their ravishing good 
looks. Nothing else about them was worth 
remembering. Some he mightn't even have had sex with. 
One of those models might have worked his way out of 
the magazines and into his fantasies to replace a flesh- 
and-blood partner. Was it any wonder he didn't trust 
himself to pin anything on anyone? 

Among al his sexual encounters, only Nathan 

stood out. Although that one time with Jared had, ina 


sense, changed his life, he would have remembered him 


without it. 

He stopped staring and from then on only 

caught sight of the man in passing. But he did notice 
when he left and with whom. He even made a mental 
note to ask Tanner about him later, on the off chance it 
was Jared. Tanner didn't live long enough to tel him. 

But now he knew. If the man he saw at Cassidy's was 
the same person as the man on trial, he wasn't Jared 
Lattimer. Nor did their having left together—if they did 
leave together—prove he kiled him. 

Tanner was one of the sexual partners Kyle 
remembered, because they were friends—he'd known 
him longer than Nathan—though not the sex, because 
he'd been too drunk. He wished the police hadn't 
shown him those photos of Tanner al cut up and blood 
on the wals. He wished they hadn't said why they were 
asking him to identify someone in a line-up. They should 
have just asked if he'd seen any of the men at Cassidy's 
on August 25th. The emotional shock could have 


prejudiced his identification and been what had made 


him so sure. Why put so much store by his testimony 
just because he had a photographic memory? He knew 
better than anyone how unreliable memory could be. If 
anyone, they should trust the bartender or the bouncer. 
It was their job to keep an eye on everyone there, and 
they hadn't been drinking, though that the man was a 
stranger and the others mostly regulars might have 
swayed their judgment too. 

If questioned about what had gone on there that 

night, Kyle would only have been able to say there'd 
been a party. Experiences lived through and something 
seen didn't register in the same way, and one night at 
Cassidy's was much the same as any other. 

They hosted at least one party a month, more if 

there were holidays—New Year's, Valentine's Day, St. 
Patrick's, Stonewal, Haloween. Holiday parties tended 
to be crowded and noisy; the others were attended 
mostly by the regulars and just like other nights, except 
when they closed the premises for private parties. A lot 


of people had shown up for the open-door party in late 


August, the first since mid-June because people took 
trips or rented a condo in summer, and Tanner had 
gone home with someone he'd picked up and got 
himself kiled. 

They'd held a smal memorial party two weeks 

later for Tanner's closest friends and their guests and 
also those who had seen him leave and had identified 
Passman, who was now under arrest. The case hinged 
on their identifications. There were no fingerprints or 
DNA to go by. Over two dozen people had seen him at 
Cassidy's, and about half a dozen had seen him leave 
with Tanner. Passman swore he hadn't been there that 
night, never had been, that he'd never laid eyes on 
Tanner, and he had a flimsy alibi that put him 
somewhere else. He claimed he wasn't gay but had 
nothing against them if they left him alone. He did have 
one conviction for assault, though, the result of a bar 
fight. 

The mood at the party was grim and most of 


the talk centered on the brutality of the crime, gay 


bashing and homophobia. Had the guy given any clue 
that he'd come intending to bash and maybe kil 
someone, or had something happened when they got to 
Tanner's that sent him into a rage? 

"You know," Kyle said, "he looked a lot like 

someone | used to know." At the time, he didn't doubt 
that his identification had been anything but accurate. 
"It was that guy?" Nathan asked, surprised. 

"What guy?" 

"Whatever guy it was you were staring at and 

said you weren't." 

"Yeah, him." 

"Freaky," someone said. 

Nathan went on. "You stil think you know him? 

Was he the kind of guy who'd go looking to kil gays?" 
"It wasn't him. He'd have seen me and said 
something to me if he was." 

The conversation went on. What made some 

people homophobes? Most blamed religion. What 


could make a person hate gays so much that he'd want 


to kil them? Fear he might be latently homosexual. 
Having been molested by a gay man. The belief that 
homosexuality was the ultimate evil and he had a God- 
given responsibility to destroy it. 
While they talked, Kyle's thoughts raced in 
other directions, musing on the ambiguity of what he'd 
said. "It wasn't him" could mean several things: that the 
man at Cassidy's wasn't Jared or that the man on trial 
wasn't the man at Cassidy's; that Jared didn't kil Tanner 
or that the man on trial was innocent. If he had seen 
Jared at the bar, then they were trying the wrong man, 
and maybe—just maybe—Jared kiled Tanner. Him or 
someone else. Had Jared become a gay basher? And if 
so, what had made him that way? 

KKK 
Kyle felt funny pretending to Nathan that he 
couldn't remember Jared's name. He knew why he had: 
the unspoken pressure Nathan put on him to say he 
could identify the man with certainty. One Sunday over 


lunch he said, "Jared." 


"Jared?" 

"The name of the man he looks like. Or they 
look like." 

"You've known al along, haven't you?" 

"You could tel?" 

"| suspected. It wasn't anything you said or did. 
My own jealousy." 

"There's no reason to be jealous of Jared." 

“But you're protecting him." 

"Jared isn't the man on trial. Jared was someone 
else." 

"Who?" 

"My best friend in high school. | haven't seen 
him in maybe fifteen years." 

"A sex friend?" 

"We fooled around once." 

“Beating off?" 

"Sucking." 

"Was he gay?" 


"Straight. No question about it." 


"And you?" 

"| didn't know what I was then." 

"Were you in love with him?" 

"Lord, no. | didn't even think I was." After a 

few seconds, Kyle added, "We were good friends, 
that's al, and we fooled around once." He said it 
matter-of-factly, without a trace of emotion in his voice. 
"Once? You expect me to believe that?" 

"Just once. But from then on I knew that | only 

wanted to have sex with guys, not girls. Gay guys, not 
Jared. He was Straight." 

Nathan resented that he hadn't told him sooner. 

"But he's the reason you won't say you're sure you 
recognize the man who went home with Tanner, not 
because more than one person looks like him." 
"Because now | think the man at Cassidy's 

might have been Jared." 

"You shouldn't have kept this from me." 

"I know." 


"You're covering for him." 


"| don't Know he was the man in the bar. I'm not 
going to accuse someone of murder based on a gut 
feeling." 

“But you think the guy who went home with 

Tanner is the one who kiled him?" 

"Yes. But what if he was Jared?" 

They had moved into the living room. Nathan 
breathed a loud sigh of exasperation and plunked 
himself down on the couch. "I think you'd better tel me 
about the time you had sex with Jared." 

“There's nothing to tel. We sucked each other 

off. It was the first time | sucked a guy off. The only 
time until colege." 

"And Jared?" 

"I'm wiling to bet it was his only time, period." 
"Was he homophobic?" 

"Who wasn't back then? We were kids. It was 
something you joked about." 

"You know what | mean. Did he use to make 


vicious cracks about people?" 


"Tacky is more like it. Didn't you?" 

" Did he?" 

"| don't remember." 

"| thought you were supposed to have a 

photographic memory." 

"He didn't write them down." 

Nathan threw up his hands. "Okay, did he act 
different to you after the blowjobs?" 

"No." 

"Did he know you were gay?" 

"I don't think so." 

"Did he find out later?" 

"| have no way of knowing." 

"C'mon, Kyle. Let's get logical. Can't you see 

it's al in your head? Lots of straight guys mess around 
when they're kids and don't become gay bashers. You 
just said that al you did was mess around a little." 
"What if Jared recognized me at Cassidy's and 

he snapped? What if it made him think that what we did 


was real gay sex, not just messing around, and he took 


it out on Tanner?" 

"So you think it's your fault he kiled Tanner? /fhe 

kiled Tanner." 

"| guess that's what I'm saying. | didn't think it 

before, not consciously, but yes, | suppose I've felt that 
al along and it's why I've been so noncommittal about 
identifying him. It seems stupid when | say it, but it's 
how | feel." 

He'd been talking calmly when he began; now 

he was shaking. "I can't help but feel | should've warned 
him. Not 'That guy's gonna kil you' or anything, just that 
he was Straight. But | wasn't sure | recognized him, and 
I'm less sure now. He didn't recognize me, or didn't let 
on that he did. It only occurred to me later that he might 
have known it was me." 

"You're talking crazy. If he was straight, what 

was he doing there in the first place? If he came there to 
bash, wouldn't he have thought twice about doing it in 
case you'd recognized him? And if he didn't recognize 


you, seeing you there didn't set him off." 


“Maybe he didn't know what kind of bar it 

was." 

"Shit, you realy are upset, aren't you? You're 

al choked up." 

"| don't give a fuck about Jared. The one | care 

about is Tanner." Then the tears came. Nathan held him 
while he cried himself out. 

"You know, Kyle, there's one way to find out. 

When you knew him, you were living halfway across 
the country. In Virginia, right? Did he have a common 
last name?" 

"Lattimer." 

"Wel, how many Jareds can there be? Google 

his name and see if he lives anywhere near here. I bet 
it's al in your imagination." 

They found one Jared Lattimer. Married, two 

kids, living about eighty miles away. So it was possible. 
Theirs was the closest major city. He had a website, 
too, with his picture on it. 


"You see? He looks just like the guy at 


Cassidy's." 

"| didn't see the guy at Cassidy's, but he does 

look like Passman." 

"So we're stil up in the air." 

"Go see him, Kyle. Set your mind at rest one 

way or the other." 

"What excuse would | have dropping in on him 

after al these years?" 

"He's on Myspace, too. Contact him there." 

"And how wil it set my mind at rest?" 

"If he didn't do it, you'l stop feeling guilty; if he 

did, you can turn him in." 

"But | won't ever know for sure, and if | 

suspect him more, I'l only trust myself less." 

Nathan was so attentive, so tender, when they 

had sex that night. It made Kyle realize how strained 
their lovemaking had become of late. He whimpered at 
the intensity of the sensations, and when Nathan's body 
stiffened in orgasm, he felt his pleasure as if it were his 


own. He slept nestled in his arms, protected from his 


anxiety over meeting Jared again. 
No more secrets, he thought. 
KKK 
Kyle left Jared a greeting on Myspace. He 
responded, but didn't suggest they get in touch. Nathan 
kept pressuring Kyle to drive out and see him anyway. 
"Just say you were in the neighborhood and wanted to 
say helo." 
"You just want me to say he's guilty." 
"Not true. | want you to stop fretting. I'd be just 
as happy if you saw him face to face and decided it 
wasn't him and it had to be Passman. Happier, because 
then you'd stop blaming yourself for what happened." It 
was as if Nathan couldn't understand that, having both 
memories and suspicions, Kyle could trust neither. 
KKK 
Nobody had expected the trial to drag on, and 
it wouldn't have if the evening before closing arguments 
some of Passman's pals hadn't gone to Cassidy's and 


made a scene. They'd been drinking and wanted to 


confront some of the men there for having lied about 
their friend. They made threats and were abusive, 
caling everyone there a bunch of cocksucking faggots 
who had no business accusing upstanding normal 
citizens when what they did ought to be ilegal. There 
was a fight, and a reporter who'd come looking for 
interviews on the case had two teeth knocked out 
before the police broke it up. They arrested people on 
both sides, including the reporter. 

Kyle read about it in the paper. The incident, 

especialy the name caling, only made things worse for 
the man under indictment. The attackers were charged 
with a hate crime, and the prosecutor asked to be 
alowed to present evidence that Passman associated 
with aleged homophobes. The defense requested a 
change of venue or at least a new jury on the grounds 
that they had been tainted. The judge granted neither, 
and adjourned the trial for two weeks to alow a cooling 
down period. 


"You see, Kyle," Nathan said, "there was no 


reason to feel guilty. Passman did it." 
"The men were drunk," he answered. "They 
thought they had to defend themselves against some 
sort of gay attack. It doesn't prove anything." 
"But you have to admit it's... What's the word 
I'm looking for?" 
"Prejudicial. Think what that implies." 
x kx OK OX 
Kyle went to the courthouse for closing 
arguments. He could have predicted what they'd say. 
The 
prosecutor 
dwelt 
on 
the 
cold-blooded 
heartlessness of the crime, invented a detailed scenario 
for it, and reminded the jury every chance she got that 
two dozen witnesses had seen them together the night 


of the murder. The defense argued that the case was 


circumstantial. Except for the witnesses, there was no 
evidence that pointed to the defendant. Not everyone 
who claimed they saw him said they'd seen him talking 
to the victim, fewer than half a dozen had seen them 
leave together, and one had testified that he knew 
someone else who looked like him. The state didn't 
have a case. 

While the judge was instructing the jury on their 
deliberations, Kyle left the courthouse, got into his car, 
and drove to the town where Jared lived. He caled 

him, said that he happened to be passing through, and 
asked if he could stop in. Jared didn't sound anxious to 
see him, but he could hardly refuse. 

"You'l stay for supper?" 

"No, just a couple of minutes to say helo. | 

have to get back home." 

He stayed barely twenty minutes. Jared 

introduced him to his wife as his best friend from high 
school and dragged the kids away from the television 


long enough to say helo. Then the three of them sat in 


the living room and chatted a while. 

They mostly reminisced about old times. They 

didn't say much about their lives now. At one point 
Jared's wife asked, "Are you married, Kyle?" 

"I'm gay," he told her. 

"Oh," she said. 

"| always thought you might be," Jared said. 

And that was al. But when it was time to go, Jared saw 
him to his car and said, "I wish you hadn't said that to 
my wife about being gay. You saw how she looked at 
me." 

"Why should it matter? Lots of straight guys 

have friends who turn out gay." 

"Best friends? And | virtualy admitted that | 

knew al along." 

"Did you know?" 

"Not from the beginning. You Know what | was 
thinking of when | said it." 

"Was it after we...?" 


"| don't know when it occurred to me. Maybe 


when I saw you again." 

"You mean just now?" 

Jared's voice hardened. "When else have | seen 
you?" 

"But you said ‘al along’. If you thought it would 
make a difference, you shouldn't have said it. You 
know her; | don't. | Suppose we don't have much in 
common anymore." 

"We haven't for a long time," he answered 

coldly. 

Kyle drove a few blocks, then rang Nathan on 

his cel phone and told him where he'd been. 
"And?" 

"He may have done it. May. | can't tel if he's 
homophobic, and that wouldn't necessarily make him a 
gay basher. | stil don't know." 

"So what are you going to do?" 

"| don't know. | suppose | ought to see the 

defense attorney and explain my doubts." 


"Jesus, Kyle, can't you leave wel enough 


alone?" 
x OK OK XK 
Kyle phoned Passman's attorney in the morning 
and got the receptionist. 
"I'm sorry, he's in court." 
"For the murder case?" 
"Yes. The jury's been out two days." 
"Do you have any way of paging him there? 
Could you have him cal me right away? It's very 
urgent." 
"Is it about the case?" 
"Yes. | was one of the witnesses. | have some 
additional evidence." 
The attorney phoned ten minutes later. "I 
remember you—the one with the photographic memory 
who wouldn't give a positive identification." 
“Then you won't have forgotten that I said he 
looked like somebody | used to know. Wel, | found 
him, and the two are almost identical. They could be 


brothers." 


"Are you saying you'd testify that the man you 
Saw at Cassidy's bar wasn't my client?" 
"I'm saying that now that I've seen them both | 
know there's no way | can be sure, and | don't think 
anyone else could be either." 
"We might be too late. Can you come to the 
courthouse right away? Maybe the judge wil meet with 
us al in chambers. I'l be waiting in the lobby." 

x OK OOK OX 
The judge was dubious. He asked if Kyle 
wanted to change his testimony and say the man he'd 
seen was Jared Lattimer. 
"I can't do that. Now that I've seen them both 
I'm even more uncertain. | don't care how good my 
memory is supposed to be; | can't trust it. But I've 
taken a lot of guff for retracting the positive ID | made 
at the line-up. | want to show that I'm not just being 
uncooperative." 
“Those aren't sufficient grounds to alow 


additional evidence." 


“The other witnesses wil think twice when they 
see them together." 
"You should have spoken up sooner." 
Passman's attorney pointed out that he could 
file an appeal if he was convicted. 
The judge turned to the prosecutor and asked, 
"And how do you feel about al this?" 
She argued that there was nothing to be gained 
by confusing witnesses who had already testified and 
objected strenuously to the procedural irregularity. 
"| agree it's extremely irregular," the judge 
replied, "but sometimes confusion is more accurate than 
certainty," and he overruled her. He caled back the 
jury, told them that possible additional evidence had 
come to his attention, and ordered a one-month 
adjournment for further investigation. 
x KOK OX 
Nathan answered the doorbel. "You're Jared," 
he said. 


“How could you tel?" 


"You look like him. Like Richard Passman." 

"Exactly like him?" 

"Enough." 

"Is Kyle here? I want to see him." He barged in 
without waiting to be asked and started screaming at 
him. "What the fuck do you think you're doing? What 
kind of friend are you, accusing me of murder?" 

Kyle was dumbfounded. "I haven't accused you 

of anything." 

"Yeah? Then what the shit does this subpoena 

mean? | know damn wel what it's about, and it ain't 
about no fucking traffic ticket. The police have been 
questioning me. Hauled me down to the station and 
griled me for five fucking hours." 

"Who the hel do you think you are?" Nathan 
interrupted. "I'l report you for threatening a witness." 
"You bastard!" 

“Leave him alone, Jared. Nathan, don't. You 

know that nothing he says is going to affect my 


testimony." 


"So you are going to speak against me!" 

“Not against you. You're not on trial." 

"Not yet. You told them | was at that gay bar, 

didn't you? Wel | wasn't." 

"| told them I didn't know who was at the bar. 

Al I want is for them not to find an innocent man guilty 
because some people think they saw him leave with 
Tanner." 

"Tanner?" 

"My friend who was murdered." 

"And you think /did it?" 

"I don't know who did it." 

"| could kil you." 

"If you do, or anyone even tries to, they'l lock 

you up for both murders. And you'l be convicted, too," 
Nathan said. 

That sobered him. "It's just an expression. 

Anyway, they can't pin anything on me. I have an alibi." 
"I'm glad," Kyle said. "The possibility it was you 


was making me sick." 


“How could you even have thought it? | thought 

you knew me." He turned to Nathan. "Did he tel you 
we used to have sex?" 

"He said you messed around once." 

"It's the same thing. And not just messed 
around. | sucked his dick." 

"And he sucked yours. | know. No big deal." 

"No, no big deal." 

"| think you should leave now. You're not 

supposed to be here if they reopen the trial." 

"Wil | see you again, Jared?" Kyle asked. 

"When it's alowed?" He realized immediately it was a 
stupid thing to say. He hadn't wanted to see him again 
after the first time and didn't realy want to now. 

"You mean visit me in prison? You think I'd 

want to see you?" 

"It won't come to that." 

"Yeah, let's hope." 

"He did it, didn't he?" Nathan asked after he'd 


gone. 


"Who can tel? You know, I think I'd know if 
he didn't do it, but if he did, | wouldn't be sure." 
“That means he did it. Work it out for yourself." 

KKK 
They reopened the trial. Jared's alibi was as 
inconclusive as Passman's. He'd been in town on 
business the day of the murder, but he'd got home at 
eleven, more or less the time Tanner left with his 
probable kiler, and he lived an hour's drive away. On 
the other hand, he had finished al his appointments by 
three, and no one who worked at the restaurant he 
claimed to have eaten at remembered seeing him, nor 
could he produce a receipt although his employer would 
have paid for his meals. He said he'd only grabbed a 
Sandwich. Mrs. Lattimer confirmed that he got home 
around eleven and was very hungry, but she was his 
wife and might have been covering for him. 
Most witnesses couldn't decide which man had 
been at Cassidy's. Some said they could, an almost 


equal number for Passman as for Jared. There wasn't 


much of a case left. Between them, the prosecutor and 
Passman's attorney kept Kyle on the witness stand for 
over half an hour, but he wouldn't budge. Jared wasn't 
charged. 

x OK OK OX 
The attorneys had given their new summations 
that afternoon, and the jury would meet the next 
morning to decide on a verdict. A handful of Tanner's 
friends stayed on at Cassidy's after closing to talk out 
their feelings. Drinks were on the house, and therefore 
legal. 
Tanner's brother Phil was there. He was 
straight, but he'd come there sometimes with Tanner 
and had been at the memorial party. 
"They won't convict," he said. "We're not going 
to have closure." 
"What if the police turn up other evidence 
Passman did it?" the bartender asked. 
“Double indemnity. Besides, they won't." 


"You realy threw a monkey wrench into it, 


Kyle," someone said. "Why'd you have to go and be so 
picky?" 

"| don't blame Kyle," Phil said. 

"| do," Kyle answered. "I blame myself. | can't 

get those pictures out of my mind, the ones of Tanner 
after he was murdered. Did any of you see them?" 

A few men nodded, and one mumbled, "I 

remember them." 

"| don't just remember them, | see them. That's 

how | remember things; that's what a photographic 
memory is like. It's not some kind of ESP stunt you 
show off with like some people think. It isn't memory; 
it's memories. Those photos haunt me. | wish | could 
have testified against both of them, only Tanner didn't 
go home with two guys who looked alike." 

"Which one do you think it was?" someone 

asked. 

"Christ Almighty! How often do I have to say | 

don't know?" 


"Don't you have a gut feeling?" 


"If | do have a gut feeling, it doesn't come from 

what my eyes saw. You say you're Sure it was 
Passman. What do you base that on? Some kind of gut 
feeling? Beyond a reasonable doubt, they say. Wel, my 
doubt isn't being reasonable. It's asking too much of me 
when I want everything to be simple and clear cut so 
that son of a bitch who kiled Tanner wil rot in jail for 
years and years." 

The bartender whistled. "That was quite the 

rant, Kyle. You're realy agonizing over this, aren't 
you?" 

"I was pissed at him when he started al this, but 

Kyle's been going through hel, haven't you, Kyle?" 
Nathan said. 

"What makes it harder is when you've grown up 
always being certain you're sure, and then it suddenly 
hits you that you never were. It puls the rug out from 
under your feet forever." 

"Wel, at least those thugs who forced their way 


in here and started a fight aren't getting away with it," 


someone else said. "That's some consolation." 

“That's why I think Passman did it," the guy with 

the gut feeling said, "because of those macho friends of 
his. You think he did it too, don't you, Nathan?" 
“Lattimer came to see us and threatened Kyle. 

Wouldn't that suggest he did it?" 

“Lattimer did that? And you didn't tel anybody? 

Kyle, why not?" 

"He didn't actualy threaten. We used to be 

friends, and | went and told the authorities that maybe 
he murdered somebody. Wouldn't you be angry if an 

old friend did something like that to you?" 

"| thought he came that close to beating our 

brains in." 

"Wel, / didn't." 

Marshal, the only one there who didn't know 

Tanner realy wel, summed it al up for them. "What 

gets to me is that one of them did it, and whoever it was 
is gonna walk. | feel cheated." 


Kyle nodded. Life was like that. 


Facing the Music 


There hadn't been a summer tour since '91, 

three years earlier, and in her position as the new 
manager of the Concert Chorus, Lois felt overwhelmed. 
She had no experience organizing one, and only a day 
or two before they left did she remember it was up to 
her to decide who would share a hotel room with 

whom. Married couples together, of course, and some 
people requested to room together, and she paired up 
married people who would be touring without their 
spouses to make it easier to change their arrangements 
if a husband or wife came for a weekend visit to the city 
where they were performing. 

That's how Joe Stidman and Maxwel Brealy 

ended up together. They were both unmarried and both 
young, and Joe had joined the chorus only recently and 
didn't know any of the others wel. Since he and Max 


also sang together in their church choir, Lois assumed 


they were friends. In fact, they only knew each other 
casualy. One of them sang first tenor and the other 
second bass, so they didn't stand close to each other in 
either group. 

They did not sit together on the bus on the way 

to their first destination. Except for the married couples, 
no one knew the room assignments until they got to the 
hotel and saw the list posted in the lobby. Max read 
down the list and went up to Stidman, stuck somewhere 
behind him in the crush of people waiting to get a peek 
at it. "Looks like we'l finaly get to know each other, 
Joe," he said. "We're roomies til we get back to 
Jefferson City." 

"| prefer to be caled Joey," Stidman told him. 

And get to know each other they did, better 

than either of them would have ever imagined, much 
less hoped for. Not right away, though. For one, they'd 
had an exhausting eight-hour bus trip, and Greg, the 
conductor, had promised them a long and grueling 


rehearsal before the next evening's concert. He'd 


warned it could go on al day and they'd have no time 
for sightseeing. The acoustics in the hal where they'd be 
singing were notoriously tricky. 

Besides, neither of them was out; neither even 

remotely suspected the other was gay. Not in their 
church. They'd sat poker-faced in the choir stals 

through countless sermons on the sin of Sodom not 
letting on, sometimes even gravely nodding assent. The 
first couple of nights they undressed warily in front of 
each other, carefuly hiding their privates. They didn't 
have any experience, so they didn't recognize the signs, 
if they unconsciously gave any to pick up on. That they 
ended up in bed together at al was nothing short of a 
miracle, though not the kind of miracle their pastor liked 
to tel about. Being struck by lightning after they did it 
was more his kind of miracle, the kind he relished. And 
struck by lightning they were, figuratively speaking. 

The first time their bodies brushed against each 

other they were in the bathroom, stil in their pajamas, 


the morning after a concert. Max was shaving in front of 


one of the double sinks, and Joey reached for the 
toothpaste. He excused himself, and sooner than admit 
he had noticed, Max asked, "What for?", and Joey 
didn't dare say. They accidentaly brushed up against 
each other a couple more times—it's hard not to when 
you're sharing a none-too-large bedroom—and soon 
they were letting it happen, trying to make it seem as if 
they weren't making it happen. 

And when it did happen— it, not just touching as if 

by chance—who was the more daring? Max, who 

came out of the bathroom after his shower with only a 
towel wrapped around his waist, or the pajama-clad 
Joey, who said, "Can | see you?" 

"See me?" 

Joey blushed purple. "Without the towel." 

He'd only asked to see him, not a word about 

touching. It went without saying in their church that 
nudity was shameful, but no one actualy caled it a sin. 
The worst Max could do was cal him a pervert or ask 


if he was one. But as soon as he said it he wished that 


Max would laugh and take it as a joke. Instead, he took 
off the towel. What was Joey supposed to do now? 
Unbutton his pajamas? Max would have had to take off 
the towel anyway, to get into his. 

Max, too, didn't know what to expect. He'd 

done it automaticaly, without thinking, and suddenly he 
found himself standing buck naked in front of another 
human being who wasn't his doctor. He thought Joey 
would say, "Jeez, Max, | didn't mean it!" or maybe just 
"Thanks." Instead he went on looking at him, ogling him, 
and Max felt his penis stir and thought he'd die of 
shame. Should he chalenge Joey to do the same, say 
"Fair is fair" or something like that? 

It was an excruciating moment for both of them, 

and it showed no sign of ending. To break the tension 
Max said, "This feels so weird!" But Joey went right on 
looking at him. 

Joey was standing in front of one of the two 

double beds. Max had laid out a clean pair of pajamas 


on the bed behind him and then forgotten to take them 


with him when he went to shower. He couldn't get at 
them without going right up to Joey. 

Joey looked as if he were in a daze. He didn't 

step aside when Max came up to him, and Max, naked 
as he was, felt too self-conscious to say excuse me. He 
reached a hand to move Joey to the side, and instead 
found himself placing it gently on the center of Joey's 
chest on top of his pajama shirt. Joey put a hand on his 
arm as if to stop him, but he left it there, and they 
remained face to face, silently asking each other what 
would happen next. 

"Do you want me to unbutton it?" Max asked. 

"| mean, would it be al right?" 

Stil Joey said nothing. 

"No," Max said, "| meant, do you want me to?" 

Joey nodded and began to tremble as Max slowly 
removed his pajamas. Slowly, because he thought Joey 
might stop him any second. He had to kneel to pul 
down the bottoms, and Joey's erection pointed directly 


into his face. Did he have a hard-on too? He was 


embarrassed to touch it to find out. Should he take 
Joey's in his mouth? Wasn't that what those people did? 
People like me, he thought bitterly. 

And how would Joey react? Maybe it was the 
embarrassment that had made him hard, or maybe it 
was because he was scared. And what would happen if 
he did take it in his mouth? Would he gag? How exactly 
does one go about sucking another guy off? 

So he stood up, planning what he would say. 

Something light, something to put an end to the 
embarrassment. Joey was trembling and looked as if he 
were about to cry. They kissed, and Joey put his arms 
around him, drew him to him, clutching him desperately. 
And when Max knelt and went down on him, Joey dug 
his fingers into Max's thick, dark hair. 

Max looked up. "I don't Know how to do this," 

he said. 

"| don't either. Just do it." 

Max hesitated, because he realy didn't know 


what to do, not because he thought Joey only wanted a 


free blowjob. Joey saw his confusion and whispered, 

"I'l suck you off too." 

They slept in the same bed that night. In the 

morning Max asked Joey if he was sorry they'd done it. 
"Are you?" 

"I am, but not the way you think. I'm sorry to 

God, but not sorry enough not to do it again." 

"I've been wanting to do it my whole life," Joey 
answered. 

"And now that you have?" 

"| feel the same as you." 

And they did it again. It was almost the last 

time, because Joey could barely reach the top notes of 
the tenor part at that night's concert, and they sounded 
awful. He thought the Lord was punishing him. The men 
next to him thought he was coming down with a cold. 
Then, a couple of nights later, another tenor had 

the same problem. "It's my own fault," he said 
sheepishly. "The wife's in town this weekend." So Joey 


learned that a tenor shouldn't ejaculate the night before 


he has to go on stage. Otherwise he and Max could 

have as much sex as they wanted, and since they 
wanted it, they had it almost every night when there was 
no concert the next. 

"Do you think anyone has figured out about 

us?" Joey asked. 

"| don't know how they would. Nobody's said 

anything." 

No, no one had said anything, not to them or to 

anyone else. A few people thought they might, though. 
They always sat together on the bus now, and they'd 
become more animated than they had been in the past. 
Sometimes on a particularly long drive one would fal 
asleep with his head on the other's shoulder. On the 
other hand, everyone was tired. 

Their first couplings had been clumsy and 

tentative. By the time the concert tour ended, they knew 
what they were doing. 

"I'm going to miss this," Max said. 


"Does it have to be over? | know we can't be 


together every night and we can't stay the whole night 
when we do, but we can sometimes. Can't we?" 

"We'l have to be careful." 

They knew what they were doing. In every 

sense of the word, they knew. They had become fairly 
proficient at gay sex, and they knew what would 
happen if anyone found out, and most of al they knew it 
was a sin. At times one or the other of them would be 
racked by guilt. But they'd also learned how to shove it 
to the back of their minds. They could even joke about 
it. "We make great music together," Max had said once. 
They were both happy and scared, and they 

often reminded each other of the fact. What scared 
them most was going to Hel. Sometimes one of them 
would feel the urge to make a clean breast of it, to 
confess in front of the whole congregation, and the 
other would have to talk him out of it. Getting talked out 
of it was easy, because they were also scared of being 
exposed. 


Their fear of discovery grew as the weeks went 


on. Had the pastor started preaching against 
homosexuality more often, or did it just seem that way? 
Were people looking at them funny? And the more 
nervous they became, the more they fel back on one 
another. 

They thought about going for counseling. But 

how could they? Word would get around. 

Then one night Max said, "I'm frightened to say 

this, because al along I've pretended that what we do 
together is nothing more than... wel, you know, just 
sex, and that we could stop whenever we wanted to, or 
maybe we'd grow out of it. But that's not how it is. | 
love you, Joey, and that's realy scary." 

"| love you too." 

"| can't see giving you up, whatever happens." 

"Me neither." 

"And that just makes it scarier. It can't go on 

forever, you know. Someone's going to find out." 

"What do you think wil happen then?" 

Max shook his head. 


* OK OK x 


They found out soon enough. One day 

Reverend Johnson showed up at choir practice and 
asked them point blank, "Just what, if anything, is going 
on between the two of you?" 

For a while they said nothing. Everyone in the 

choir was staring at them. Then Joey whispered ina 
broken voice, "We're lovers." 

A few people nodded as if they'd known al 

along, but most looked shocked. A couple of women 
gasped, "Oh, my God!" and the men on either side of 
them moved away in disgust or from fear of 
contamination. One man spat. The pastor reprimanded 
him sternly and reminded him they were in church. He 
apologized. 

The pastor turned his attention back to Max 

and Joey. "I want to see you both in my office 
tomorrow. Separately. And Sunday morning you're to 
confess your sins in front of everyone." 


"Yes, Reverend." 


After he left, the choir director threw them out 

of rehearsal. "You have no business singing the Lord's 
praises," he said. 

They'd come to rehearsal together in Max's car. 

They drove back in silence. When they got to Joey's 
house, Max said, "What do you think it'l be like, talking 
to the pastor?" 

"Not much fun. What realy scares me is the 

public confession." 

“How bad can it be? Everyone wil know 

already." 

"Wil you come in with me? | don't want to be 

alone tonight." 

Max shook his head. "No." 

"Is it over?" 

"It's just beginning." 

"Do you feel contrite? 

"| feel scared. What if they find out we've spent 

the night together?" 


"| don't care. Maybe they won't." 


"They'l see my car." 

"Then take me to your place. We haven't spent 

a whole night together since the tour." 

"Do you think this wil be the last time?" 

"| don't know what I think. | just know | want 

to be with you. Please, Max." 

"Okay, but I'm taking you home before dawn. 

We can't show up to see Reverend Johnson in the same 

Car." 

Once inside Max's house, Joey broke down 

and cried. Max took him in his arms. He hadn't 

intended for them to make love that night, but they did. 
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That Reverend Johnson hauled them over the 

coals was no surprise. He said they had brought shame 

on his church. He lectured them, quoted from the Bible, 

and read them portions of the special sermon he was 

preparing. It didn't sound al that different from many of 

his other sermons. What did surprise them was that he 


told each of them exactly what to say when they stood 


up before the congregation at Sunday service to confess 
their sin. He said he'd made some sketches and had his 
secretary type them up. They could pick them up from 
her on the way out. And, in passing, he mentioned a 
rehabilitation program guaranteed to cure them. 

They had strict orders not to communicate with 

one another, but Joey phoned Max Thursday afternoon. 
"Are you going to the concert chorus rehearsal 
tonight?" 

"| don't know. | wasn't planning to." 

"I'l go if you go." 

"We're not alowed to be together." 

"That's just it. That way we don't have to be 

together and I can stil see you." 

"I'l think about it. Did Reverend Johnson tel 

you what to say on Sunday?" 

"Three typed pages." 

"Are you going to say what he wants?" 

"Yeah. I've been trying to memorize it." 


"| haven't looked at mine. I'l just glance at it 


that morning and say as much as | can remember in my 
own words." 

"| have to memorize or | won't be able to say a 

thing. | need to be able to rattle it off without thinking." 
"| hear you." 

"I wish we could hold hands when we walk 

down the aisle to face the congregation." 

"Are you nuts? The only way we could do that is if 

we were going to turn around when we got to the altar 
and tel them to go to hel. But we won't. They're going 
to tel us we're going to Hel. They may be right, too." 
"Do we realy have to go through with it?" 

"Probably not. We can run away, try to forget 

the whole thing. But you know we won't." 

"So, wil you come to rehearsal tonight?" 

"No, sorry. | don't think | can face it. When al 

this blows over maybe. But I do love you, you know." 

"I know. | love you too." He hesitated. "Instead 

of going to the rehearsal, can | come over tonight?" 


"No, much too risky. | think we're being 


watched." 

"Are our phones tapped, too?" 

"Not that, only watched. Reverend Johnson has 

asked some of the faithful to keep an eye on us." 

"| feel so alone, Max. My parents won't speak 

to me, not til I've confessed in church and repented. 
They'l be there to watch. My brother Bily came over 
and yeled at me and caled me al sorts of horrible 
names. Then he punched me in the face." 

"Oh Jesus." 

"| told you so you'l know what to expect on 

Sunday. The left side of my face is al swolen and 
purple. How's your mother taking it?" 

Max's father had died a few years before, and 

his sister lived with her husband in another state, so 
there was only his mother. 

"Not wel. She came over and cried a lot. It 

was god awful. She said she can't hold her head up in 
front of her friends and that what we did makes her feel 


dirty. She kept on asking, 'How could you?' Said she 


didn't understand, wanted me to explain. What could | 
say? What is there to explain?" 

"| think I'm better off with my parents not 

speaking to me. | couldn't take that." 

"Wel, it'l al be over after Sunday." 

"You realy think so?" 

"No, but the worst of it wil be. Just try to hang 

in there." 
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Sunday morning before church Max skimmed 

through the statement Reverend Johnson had written for 
him to get the general gist of it and pick out a few 
choice phrases. He thought, / can wing this. Most of it 
is about the Devil. He hoped that what Joey had to 

say would be different enough so they wouldn't repeat 
the same things in the same way. If not, that couldn't be 
helped. He wouldn't listen to Joey if he went first or 

he'd forget what was in the paper he'd got from the 
pastor. 


The entire congregation turned up en masse for 


the spectacle. To make sure it would be a gala and 
especialy humiliating occasion, Reverend Johnson 
brought in cameramen from the local TV station to 
record it. It would probably be broadcast. God forbid 
that anyone within a five hundred mile radius not know 
that they were faggots! 

They sat as far apart as they could, joined in the 
hymns, and listened to the sermon, most of which had 
been read to them already. Then the Reverend caled 
on the congregation to step forth and confess their sins. 
Max looked at Joey, who shook his head so 
imperceptibly no one except Max could see. Reverend 
Johnson must have known that they'd have refused to 
go if he caled on them and had announced it to the 
congregation—and the world if the station decided to 
air more than a couple of extracts—in order to strong- 
arm them into it. 

Joey went home with his parents. Max stayed 

on to tel Reverend Johnson that he had no intention of 


being reprogrammed. 


"We'l talk about it tomorrow afternoon," the 
preacher said. 
As far as Max was concerned, there was 
nothing to talk about. He'd repeat simply that he had 
made a decision not to sign into the program and give 
his reasons. Johnson would counter his arguments, but 
he wouldn't budge. 

x OK OK x 
They did not meet alone. The pastor had invited 
a graduate of the program, who harangued him for half 
an hour on the effectiveness of the reconditioning and its 
sterling success rate. Max answered calmly that he had 
the wilpower to reform on his own. 
"At least say you'l think about it," Johnson said. 
"I've thought about it already. I've thought about 
it a lot." 
"| spoke to Joe this morning. He's going." And 
he gave Max a batch of brochures about the program 
to take home with him. 


He caled Joey as soon as he got home. 


“Reverend Johnson tels me you've agreed to be 
reconditioned." 

"I'm thinking about it. My family is putting a lot 

of pressure on me to go." 

"He says he spoke to you this morning and you 
promised you'd go." 

"He didn't. He lied." 

"| thought so. Joey, I've heard about these 

programs. From other sources, not what they tel us in 
church. Do yourself a favor. Don't go." 

"It won't be easy not to. My parents have been 

at me. They won't let up." 

"It'l be harder if you do. They'l try to destroy 

you. Promise me you'l resist." 

"I'l do my best." 

In the end neither of them went. The pastor 

would remind them of it every so often, but didn't insist. 
Joey's parents pretty much dropped the subject and 
only brought it up now and again, probably at Johnson's 


prodding. 


They were, in theory, back in the fold, but 

people avoided them and clearly talked about them 
behind their backs. They could sense that everyone was 
waiting to see if either of them would get a girlfriend. 
They felt isolated. They were welcomed back into the 
church choir with great insincere to-do and started 
attending chorus rehearsals again, each in his own car. 
They kept their distance from each other in public and 
avoided talking on the phone. Max's house was 
vandalized. 

Things started to calm down somewhat when 

Joey began dating Emmy, a girl from their church. 
Emmy's parents were none too happy about it until 
Reverend Johnson had a friendly chat with them. They 
weren't happy after the chat either, but they pretended 
to be. Emmy was young and naive enough to believe 
that the Holy Spirit had descended on Joey, washed 
him clean, and made him, in her words, "like everybody 
else in the world." 


It hadn't. Joey and Max stil got together and 


made love. They couldn't have survived without each 
other. And so the months went by. They couldn't do it 
often, and not in their homes, but on rare occasions 
they'd arrange to meet up in a motel far out of town. 

x OK OK x 
They were taken by surprise, in delicto 
flagrante. 
The police came in secret, quietly. The motel 
clerk was complicit and let them in himself. Max and 
Joey were lying on their sides, Max behind with his 
cock in Joey's ass, his arm wrapped around his lover's 
waist to clutch his erection. 
They brought them down to the station, booked 
them, and took them into separate interrogation rooms 
for questioning. They told Max that they were going to 
charge him under the state's sodomy law and that he'd 
better cooperate with them. He refused to answer any 
questions without a lawyer present. 
"Fine, we'l get you one." And they put himina 


cel to wait until the lawyer got there. He waited four 


hours. 

Finaly a policeman came for him and led him 

into another interrogation room. No lawyer, just a very 
haggard-looking Joey. The cop pointed to a chair on 
Joey's side of the table about six feet away from him 
and left them together for a couple of minutes. They 
knew they were being watched through a two-way 
mirror, and spoke in whispers, without looking at each 
other. 

"You look awful. Have they been questioning 

you al this time?" 

"Non-stop." 

"| refused to talk. They put me in a cel." 

"You wouldn't believe the things they said to 

me." 

"I can imagine." 

"Threats, insults, al kinds of filth. Kept asking 

what kind of man I was, how much | liked taking it up 
the ass. They think you must be the real guy because 


you were fucking me when they barged in on us. You 


know what that makes me." 
Two detectives came into the room. 
"You're in luck, you two. As a favor to 
Reverend Johnson we've decided to drop the charges 
on condition you attend the reconditioning program he 
says he's told you about. He speaks very highly of it." 
"And if we don't?" Max asked. 
"Five to ten years. You know what happens to 
guys like you in prison?" 
They caved in. 

x kx OK OX 
If the purpose of the reconditioning was to cure 
people of their homosexual tendencies, its method was 
to get them to hate themselves more than they did 
already, and to have gone there in the first place, their 
self-esteem had to have hit an al-time low. "Break 'em 
down and build 'em back up" was their motto, as if it 
were possible in two weeks to build someone up whose 
soul has been devastated and al day he's reminded that 


he's no better than dirt. They couldn't walk into a room 


without it hitting them in the face in the brightly lettered 
Signs posted on al the wals. They heard it over and 
over again: in the group sessions and the one-on-ones, 
in what they were asked to write, in what they were 
given to read, the videos they were made to watch. 
Even the special prayer they used for grace before 
meals thanked the Lord for bringing them there, sinners 
that they were, to be cleansed. It didn't mention food. 
Some twenty people had signed themselves into 

the program. Men, women, married people, singles, 
young, middle aged and, above al, teenagers. Some 
believed it could change them, some hoped it would, 
some thought it was hopeless. Some had come of their 
own free wil, some out of desperation, some because 
they had been pressured into it. Most of the teenagers 
had been left there by their parents. A couple of the 
kids may have been kidnapped. Nobody there was up 
beat, not even those with a relatively positive attitude, 
but the teenagers looked particularly sulen. Max 


thought of it as "our heterosexualization." 


There was no getting away from there. They 

had to surrender their car keys when they arrived. The 
Camp was miles out in the country at the end of a dirt 
road a good two-hour hike from the nearest paved 
route where there was any chance of flagging down a 
passing car, and not many cars passed there. If you 
were late for a session, they sent their goons out to look 
for you. They locked you into your single room for the 
night after ten o'clock prayer, and you had to buzz for 
them to be let out to take a piss. 

Nor would those two helish weeks end it. They 

had to go to a meeting every Saturday after it finished 
and back to the camp for a week-long follow-up 
program six months later. 

They were kept busy every minute of the day. 

There were men's groups, women's groups, mixed 
groups, and junior groups just for kids under twenty- 
one. They had to keep a journal in which they wrote 
down everything they were getting out of the program 


and every backsliding thought they had. They had to 


carry it around with them al day. They could be caled 

on to read aloud from it at any time, anywhere—in 
group, at lunch, in church, during recreation, anywhere. 
Max and Joey had some group sessions 

together, but they weren't alowed to sit near each other 
in the cafeteria or at prayer. Because they were known 
to be a couple and because they had relapsed, the 
group leaders singled them out for particularly harsh 
browbeating and constant humiliation. They wanted 
them to turn on each other, made them blame each 
other for getting involved with another man, made them 
stand and face each other and say, "You did this to me, 
you did that to me." Then, as soon as they'd forced one 
of them to give in and accuse his friend of something, 
they'd haul into him for not taking responsibility for his 
own weakness and make him run through an endless 
litany of self-hatred, after which everyone in the group 
had to say something insulting to him. There were 
physical punishments, too, like soending hours on your 


knees in the corner with your hands on your head or 


going al day on just bread and water. 

Max kept teling himself, "Two weeks, only two 

weeks. Just ten days left to go. One week more and it'l 
be over." Once, when he had had about al he could 
take, he blurted out, "Prison couldn't have been any 
worse than this." 

"It's stil an option," the counselor snapped 

back. 

But no one had an easy time of it. There was 

always at least one person crying, someone who had to 
go throw up, someone curled on the floor in fetal 
position, or someone rocking back and forth, shivering 
and moaning, and the leaders ate it up. Three days into 
the program one boy had to be rushed to the hospital. 
He'd banged his head against the wal of his room until 
he was bloody and unconscious. They found him like 
that in the morning. When someone asked about him in 
group, the leader gave evasive answers. No one was 
ever told whether or not he'd survived. 


They had a banquet the last night. A party, they 


caled it. They sang songs and danced, men with 
women, and halelujahed. Max had thought he'd breathe 
a sigh of relief when it was al over, but at the end of the 
two weeks, he felt dead inside. Some people pretended 
they were happy and would be starting a new life, but 
he could see that they were shattered. Joey looked like 
a zombie. 
Max stopped going to church and gave up 
Singing in the chorus. Joey, he knew, stil went. He 
thought about leaving town, moving somewhere far 
away somewhere and starting a new life, but how could 
he walk out on Joey? Not that they ever saw each other 
except at the required Saturday meetings. Joey never 
spoke to him there and looked away if they ran into 
each other in the street. He kept waiting for Joey to cal 
him, but no cal ever came. Eventualy he stopped 
hoping. 
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The Saturday support group met at his old 


church. Otherwise Max didn't go near the place. Some 


people had to drive from miles away to attend. The 
meetings were less intimidating and cathartic than the 
two weeks’ reconditioning. The leaders, themselves 
homosexuals turned straight, made an effort to 
encourage and include everyone. They al had to say at 
least one thing at every session. Jil, a lesbian who had 
been through reconditioning with them, always found 
something positive to say. Max sought her out and 
made friends with her. 

It went on like that for six months. He made 

other friends among the people he'd been in 
reconditioning with and saw them outside of group. 
They went bowling, organized picnics. They never 
spoke about the past, about what they used to be. If 
any of them stil were, they kept it to themselves. Some 
said they were looking forward to "reaffirmation", the 
week of folow-up therapy that would be coming up 
soon. 

A much smaler group returned to the camp, 


only a dozen. The others had relapsed, given up, gone 


back to their old ways. Not much was said about them 
beyond a word of pity every day at evening prayer. The 
tone that week was largely self-congratulatory, in 
keeping with the theme of reaffirmation. The regulations 
were comparatively relaxed. Nobody could miss a 
session, but they weren't locked down at night. They 
stil had to keep a journal, this time about how their life 
had improved and their hopes for the future. Looking 
back was not alowed. At every meeting they were 
caled on to stand up and say a few words about how it 
felt to be free from sin at last. Many of the invited 
speakers, graduates of the program, gave them pep- 
talks. Some spoke about their happy marriages and 
showed pictures of their children. They had two hours' 
Bible study every day. And they prayed, they prayed 
almost constantly, prayers of thanksgiving praising the 
Lord. 

At lunch two days before the end, the head 

counselor asked Max and Jil to stand up and share 


their joyous news with the group. They had become 


engaged. 
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In the middle of the night Joey tiptoed out his 
room and went to see Max. He left the light off and 
went to sit on his bed. "Max," he whispered, "are you 
awake?" 
"Huh? What? Joey, is that you?’ 
"It's me." 
"What are you doing here? Do you want to get 
us in trouble?" 
"| want to talk." 
"About what? You haven't said a word to me in 
over half a year." 
"You know about what. Are you realy going to 
do it? You're realy getting married?" 
"Not right away, but yes. When we've had time 
to work things out." 
"Do you love her?" 
"Jil is a wonderful person. She's helped me a 


lot. We need each other." 


“That's not what I asked. Do you love her?" 

“More than I've ever loved any woman." 

"That doesn't mean anything. You've never 

been in love with a woman. You know what | mean. 
Do you love her as a woman? Do you want to make 
love to her?" 

"Don't you believe I've been cured? I've 

listened to you in group. If you can turn straight, why 
shouldn't | be able to?" 

"Are you realy straight? Tel me the truth." 

"You tel me the truth. Are you? Or is it al lies?" 

"I Know what I am and what I'l always be. | 

also know that | can't be that. | have no choice; | have 
to live a lie." 

“Then go away and let me live mine." 

"What about Jil? Are you being fair to her? The 

lie | live won't hurt anyone but me. | live my own lie, 
and | wil never ever involve someone else in it." 

"| can't live alone, Joey. Whether | live a lie or 


the truth, | can't live alone. Jil knows, and she 


understands." 

"What does she understand?" 

“That she'l never go with a woman again. That 

she'l never feel attracted to men. That she can trust me 
not to touch her." 

"And you, wil you ever go with a man again?" 

"Why are you asking me that? Why have you 

come here anyway? Have you gone over to them, gay 
as you are? Have they sent you to find out about us?" 
"Do you realy think I'd do that? Once long ago 

you told me, pleaded with me, not to let them talk me 
into being reconditioned. Now /'m begging you. Don't 
do this." 

"What does it matter to you?" 

"You said that Jil understands. You also said 

that she knows. What does she know?" 

"| already told you." 

"No. What does she know about you?" 

"You know. Don't make me Say it." 


"| don't know. | know what | hope you'l say, 


but I'm afraid to hear it." 

"Then you Say it." 

"| can't." 

"Then how can you expect me to? You say it. 

You're the one who came to see me. Look me in the 
face and Say it." 

He flicked on the lamp. Tears were streaming 

down Joey's face. 

"Come on, Joey, say it. No more lies. If you 
mean it, say it." 

"I'm afraid of what you'l say if | do. | love you, 

Max. I'l always love you." 

"That's what I told Jil. That I'm in love with you 

and I'l never love anybody else. | wept when | told her. 
She's the only person on earth | can share my suffering 
with. And you're the only person on earth who can give 
me a reason not to marry her." 

"I can't give you the reason you need." 

"Kiss me, then tel me you can't give me that 


reason." 


Joey remained silent, his face frozen in pain. 

"Kiss me." 

"| mustn't." 

"Kiss me. Kiss me." 

He drew Joey to him. Joey didn't resist. When 

Max puled his mouth away from his, Joey went on 
kissing him—his eyes, forehead, his cheeks, his hands. 
Then he fel against Max's chest and let him wrap his 
arms around him. "And Jil?" he asked. 

"Jil won't stand in our way." 

"Where wil we go?" 

"Anywhere, as long as we can be together. It 

doesn't matter where we live. My firm has branches al 
over the country. I'l put in for a transfer as soon as we 
get back home. You'l come with me wherever they 
send me and look for a job when we get there." 

"My family wil disown me." 

"My mother won't disown me, but | won't be 

able to come back and see her. She'l have to visit us." 


"Wil we tel anyone?" 


"No. I'l tel Jil, and I'l let my mother know 

right before we go. We won't announce it at breakfast." 
Joey smiled weakly. "Just Jil and your mother." 

"Except for them we'l just disappear. 

Otherwise they'l try to stop us." 

"Won't they suspect?" 

"Not if we don't see each other. Phone contact 

only. Are you scared?" 

"No. For the first time since you went down on 

me on the tour, I'm not scared. I'm not scared because 
for the first time | know we're doing the right thing." 
"Here, dry your eyes. It's almost morning. You 

better sneak back to your room before anyone finds out 
you were here. I'l cal you when we get home. Stil at 
the same number?" 

Joey nodded. "One last kiss before | go?" 

"Yes, a long one. Goodbye for now. | love you, 

Joey." 

"| love you too." 


They kissed. Not their last kiss, but their last 


desperate one. 


Kevvy 


1. Dad 


The teler looked at my deposit slip and asked, 

"Are you related to Arthur?" Not a far-fetched question 
in a town of under sixty thousand—ours is not a 
common last name. 

"I'm his father," | said. "You know him?" 

"Oh, yes, | remember him fondly. He was such 

a good friend to Kevin. I'm Mrs. Bates." 

The name didn't ring a bel. "I didn't know al of 
Arthur's friends. Didn't realy know any of them wel." 
"They weren't close friends, realy, but Kevin 

talked a lot about him. Thought the world of him. The 
things he did for him!" 

"To be perfectly honest, it's hard to imagine Arthur 
doing things for people when he was a kid." Litt/e 
things, maybe. Not that he was selfish or anything. 
He just had this idea that people ought to fend for 


themselves. 


"Then you didn't know your son as wel as you 

think you did. | wouldn't cal the things he did for Kevin 
little. How's he doing?" 

"Wel... very wel, in fact. He's getting married 

next month. The whole family's flying to Belgium for the 
wedding. He's been working in Brussels the past two 
years." 

“How exciting! I've never been out of the 

country myself. His wife... the girl... she's Belgian?" | 
nodded. "Wil he be settling there?" 

"For a couple more years, | think, and then 

wherever his company sends him. And your son? Does 
he stil live here?" 

"Are you kidding? Kevin got out as soon as he 

could. He's in San Francisco now and happily 
partnered—" 

Mrs. Bates broke off in mid-sentence, seeing 

the look on my face. She must have mistaken it for 
disapproval. It wasn't, though; it was remembrance. 


"You're Kevvy's mom," | said. "It's come back 


to me now. So Kevvy's in San Francisco and has a 
permanent boyfriend. I'm glad for him. They get on 
wel?" 

She beamed and nodded. 

It had been more than ten years, but | 

remembered Kevvy Bates, al right. I'd met him several 
times, a skinny seventeen-year-old, not particularly 
remarkable, blond, very round brown eyes, about five 
foot eight, with a shy smile and awkward in his 
movements. He was always polite and had a dry, self- 
deprecating sense of humor. It was hard to tel if he was 
joking or serious. | liked him, though, which is more 
than | can say for his friend Mitchel, who was by far 
the more colorful of the two. 

“Arthur wil be glad, too," | went on. "I'l have 

to remember to tel him the next time he cals. And 
Mitchel? Is your son stil in contact with him?" 

"That friendship ended years ago. Kevin only 

hung around with him because he was lonely. Mitchel 


wasn't particularly nice to him." 


"I remember Arthur saying something to that 
effect. But they were kids then. Maybe Mitchel's 
grown up." 
"I wouldn't know," she said, knitting her brows. 
As a matter of fact, the last | heard, he hadn't. 

KKK 
It seems odd when | think about it, forgetting 
Kevvy Bates. | first heard the name when Arthur had 
just started his freshman year in high school, and it was 
my turn to drive him to soccer practice. My wife and | 
alternated driving him to soccer and his little sister 
Elaine to gymnastics so we'd both be involved in the 
kids’ activities. 
| can't remember what we were talking about, but 
out of nowhere Arthur said, "I'd just die of 
embarrassment if you got AIDS." 
"You know someone with AIDS?" 
My first reaction had been to say, "What makes 
you think I'd get AIDS?" Although a few hemophiliacs 


and women had come down with it, it wasn't generaly 


known and people stil thought of AIDS as a gay 
disease. But my heart went out to those people, and | 
thought it more important to let Arthur know where | 
stood and maybe teach him a little compassion, so | 
quickly added, "I'd like to think that the fact that | was 
dying would upset you more." 

"Wel, sure. | mean... Christ! That'd be awful!" 

It seemed my answer had hit home, but | 

couldn't be sure Arthur had put two and two together to 
make a lesson in moral values. "If you got it, I'd only 
care about you, not what people were saying," | went 
on. 

"Don't you think | know that? Do you think 

maybe I'm gay or something? You think that's why | 
said that about you getting it?" 

"No, | don't think you're gay. | just wanted to 

let you know that it wouldn't make one bit of difference 
in how | felt about you if you were. And | hope you feel 
the same about me." 


"'Course | do." 


"Why did you say it?" 

"| dunno. Kids at school are talking about it, 
that's al. No one wants to sit next to Kevvy in the 
lunchroom because they're afraid of catching it." 
"A kid in your school has AIDS?" With the 

scare at its height, I'd have thought the school would 
have let parents know. 

Arthur shrugged. "He doesn't look like he's got 

it. It's just because he's gay." 

"He's gay? How do you know? Has he come 

out or is that what everybody thinks?" 

"You can just tel; it's that obvious. No question 
about it." 

" How can you tel? You mean he's effeminate?" 
"Yeah, kinda. Not realy nerdy or anything. 

More the sixties bohemian type." 

There were so many potential lessons here | 

had trouble deciding which to pick up on. 

"Just about al we know about AIDS is you 


can't get it from sitting next to someone in the 


lunchroom." 

"Yeah. That's what Mr. Cantor said in hygiene 

class." 

"Do you think the other kids would want to sit 

next to... What's his name?" 

"Kevvy." 

"Would they want to sit next to him if there 

were no such thing as AIDS?" 

"Probably not." 

"Don't you feel sorry for him?" 

"Hadn't thought about it. But it's normal, isn't it, 

not wanting to hang around with a queer?" 

“Because of what the other kids wil think?" 

"That and because it's creepy." 

“But you don't know for sure, do you? You 

can't tel if somebody's gay just by looking at him. If you 
could, you wouldn't have brought up the possibility of 
my getting AIDS." 


* OK OOK OX 


The subject of Kevvy came up again two or 


three months later when Arthur asked if | remembered 
him. | didn't. 

"The queer kid." 

"Oh, that's right. The one you're afraid to sit 

next to at lunch." 

"Who said l'm afraid to sit next to him?" 

"Do you?" 

"Of course not. | hang with my friends." 

"Wel, what about him?" 


"He was checking me out in the lockers at 


gym. 


"Checking you out? Were you naked?" 

"In the showers." 

"You in particular or al the guys?" 

"Him ogling the other guys is none of my 
business. | just care about me." 

"So, do you want me to cal the school and 
complain?" A rhetorical question—| knew how he'd 
answer. 


"You wouldn't realy do that, would you? | 


mean, | can handle it myself." 

“How? You thinking of beating him up?" 

"Nothing like that. I'd just tel him | saw him 

doing it and warn him to lay off." 

"Wil you?" 

"| dunno. Maybe. | wil if he keeps doing it." 

"You sure he was checking you out?" 

"Sure I'm sure. | saw him." 

"How did you see him? Were you checking him 
out?" 

"Dad..." 

"Wel, why not? I'm not teling you to check him 

out; I'm saying that guys do look at each other 
sometimes. Unless things have changed a heluva lot 
since | was in high school. So maybe you were." 

"| wasn't. And things haven't changed. But you can 
bet | don't look at Aim. | wouldn't even if | had to force 
myself not to." 

"Force yourself, huh?" 


"You know what I mean." 


"I know exactly what you mean. It's hard not to 

look at someone who you think is looking at you. But 
why not?" 

"| don't want to give him ideas." 

"Look, not stare. Looking away can be as rude 

as staring sometimes." 

"What'l my friends think if | look at him?" 

"If you look natural, nothing." 

"What'l he think?" 

"Afraid he'l hit on you?" 

"He better not, or I'l deck him." 

As far as | know, Arthur never confronted 

Kevvy for "checking him out" in gym. 

At the time, | saw in our conversations only an 
opportunity to instil tolerance in my children. | knew it 
would be pointless, if not counterproductive, to lecture 
them, so | confined my "lessons" to seemingly 
disinterested, off-hand remarks. I'd never given much 
thought to homophobia. It wasn't realy an issue back in 


the eighties, and | didn't see how anything relating to 


homosexuals concerned me directly. 

KKK 
It was another two years before my son 
became friends with Kevvy. They were brought 
together when Arthur took up with Mitchel. Kevvy was 
Mitchel’'s friend. 
| remember Arthur teling me that one time he'd 
told one of his friends who'd been picking on Kevvy to 
leave the kid alone. That was before Arthur took up 
with him. | asked if that put a stop to it and he said, 
"Not realy, but they've toned it down some." What he 
meant was his friends had quit ragging on him but stil 
made nasty cracks about him sometimes, and Arthur 
didn't drop them because of it. 
Now his old set was drifting apart. They were 
growing up, their interests broadened and diverged, and 
Arthur tended more toward academics. | could 
understand what attracted him to Mitchel, although he 
wasn't the studious type nor realy al that much of an 


intelectual. To tel the truth, | found the boy a bit 


Shalow. What drew Arthur to him was his air of 

worldly, bad boy glamour—not "bad boy" in the sense 
of petty crime; more something in his attitude. It struck 
me more as affectation than sincere, a kind of self- 
flattery he enjoyed, caling attention to himself through a 
display of bohemian nonconformity. Befriending Kevvy 
enhanced that image, and Kevvy worshipped him, 
thriled to have "won" the friendship of a good-looking 
straight boy. Also, Mitchel's scorn for the "petty 
bourgeois values" of the other kids insulated him from 
their thinly disguised cruelty. 

Not that Mitchel couldn't be cruel on occasion. 

He cultivated a sadistic streak as part of his persona, 
but he reserved his unkind cracks for Kevvy's ears. To 
make them in public would have negated his reason for 
adopting Kevvy and aligned himself with the "in crowd". 
For Kevvy it was a smal price to pay. He may have 
rationalized it and taken it as a kind teasing flirtation. | 
Suppose it was, in a sense. The way Arthur explained it, 


Mitchel was flirting with himself, the only person he 


truly cared about. 

| know because Mitchel's cavalier treatment of 

Kevvy eventualy came to eat at Arthur, and he spoke 

to me about it. | told him Mitchel was a sadist and a 
buly. He disagreed. He said Mitchel was just self- 
centered and calous—not his exact words, | can't 
imagine him saying "calous" at seventeen. It was enough 
of a reason for him to break off with Mitchel after high 
school, however, and the couple of times their paths did 
cross, he told me that Mitchel had become "even more 
of a prick." In other words, a sadist and a buly. The 

last time Mitchel caled to leave his new number, Arthur 
tore it up. 

Back in high school, Arthur didn't take 

Mitchel's teasing seriously. What annoyed him was his 
way of leading Kevvy on just to see how he'd react. 

"Do you think he's angling for a blowjob?" | 

asked bluntly. 

"No, but he'd take him up on it if Kevvy 


offered. He won't, though, much as he'd like to suck 


Mitchel off. Kevvy's not that stupid." 

| remember wondering if Arthur would accept a 

blowjob from Kevvy or even ask for one. He wouldn't 

tel me that, of course, but it wouldn't have bothered me 
if he did. Kids do stupid things, and | don't think there's 
much harm in it. | decided he wouldn't. Not because it 
was gay or because Arthur wasn't curious. What guy 
isn't curious about blowjobs at seventeen? Because it 
wouldn't have been fair to Kevvy, and he'd have been 
behaving like Mitchel. | don't think the likelihood that 
Mitchel wouldn't have kept it secret if he found out had 
anything to do with it. Smal-town teenage culture 
doesn't see getting sucked as gay; only sucking was. At 
least that's how it was then. 

In any case, Kevvy wouldn't have come on to 

him that way. He didn't think Arthur would use it against 
him as Mitchel might have done; he just valued Arthur's 
friendship too much. I'm sure Kevvy had a crush on 
both boys, but he must have been used to frustration, 


and it wasn't in his nature to play the slut. | got the 


impression that in high school Kevvy was the kind of 
kid who'd save himself for Mr. Right. No doubt he put 
looking for him ahead of saving himself for him when he 
got to colege. 

Evidently my wife saw things differently, for one 

day she surprised me with a question. "Do you think 
Arthur might be gay?" 

"Who, Arthur? Not a chance! What gave you 

that idea?" 

"Those friends of his—Mitchel and Kevin." 

"Mitchel isn't gay." 

"What makes you so sure?" 

"Arthur told me." 

"You spoke to him about it?" 

"No, Arthur spoke to me. Kevvy's gay and 

Mitchel isn't. Frankly, I'm glad it doesn't matter to 
Arthur whether someone's gay or not." 

"Wel, so am l, when you put it that way. Stil, it 
worries me." 


"What exactly is it that worries you?" 


"What his friends at school wil think." 

"| don't think any of them think he's gay, and 

Arthur is more than capable of handling it if they did. | 
imagine some of them can't figure out why he has a gay 
friend, but that's even easier to handle." 

| mentioned my wife's concern to Arthur. 

“There's not one person in the whole school who thinks 
I'm gay, and my own mom isn't sure!" he exclaimed. 
"Does that upset you?" 

"Maybe it would if it weren't so off-the-wal 

funny." 

So at supper a couple of days later when there 

was a lul in the conversation, Arthur said, completely 
off topic, "I'm not gay, Mom." 

My wife was too taken aback to answer, it was 

so unexpected. 

An embarrassed silence ensued. "Thanks for 

coming out to us as Straight, Arthur," | said. "We don't 
love you any less for it." 


Elaine cracked up, spewing her milk across the 


table. 

KKK 
| haven't told my story in order. The incident 
with my wife wondering if Arthur was gay occurred 
long before Arthur started complaining about Mitchel's 
treatment of Kevvy. | heard a lot about that, because 
Arthur became more exasperated with him as time went 
on and it ended up by them fighting—words, not fists. 
Mitchel shrugged it off, but it continued to eat at 
Arthur. He didn't stop seeing Mitchel, not until he got 
out of high school, because Kevvy was friends with 
both of them. 
Anyway, that's al | have to say about Arthur's 
friendship with Kevvy. | had a good relationship with 
my son, but he didn't confide in me much. He'd become 
pretty independent his last two years in high school, and 
as long as he kept up his grades and stayed out of 
trouble, | didn't pry into his business. And he's turned 
out wel. 


| forgot to tel Arthur I had run into Kevvy's 


mother. It wasn't until we flew to Brussels for the 


wedding that | mentioned I'd had news of his old friend. 


2. Arthur 


| went with Margot to pick Dad up at the 

airport. She hadn't met him yet. Mom and Elaine had 
come up by train from Switzerland a day or two before. 
Elaine's doing graduate work at the London School of 
Economics, which gave Mom an excuse to fly out a 
couple of weeks early and tour Europe with her. 

On the way to the hotel, Dad says out of 

nowhere, "By the way, | have news of your friend 
Kevvy. He's living in San Francisco and has a steady 
boyfriend." 

Funny he should bring up Kevvy of al people 

the day before my wedding. "So he's stil gay?" | said. 
"Does that surprise you?" 

"Not particularly. He could have grown out of 

it. It's a phase a lot of kids go through." 

“That's not what you thought then." 


"What did / know then?" 


"Who's Kevvy?" Margot asked. 

"Just a friend | had in high school." 

"You had a gay friend? Good for you! Did the 

other kids tease you for it?" 

"Not that | remember." 

"Arthur used to stand up for him to the other 

kids," Dad explained. "Kevvy realy appreciated that. | 
met his mother at the bank. She works there. She says 
he hasn't forgotten. I'm sure he'd like hearing from you." 
“| wouldn't know where to start." 

"Were you big on human rights when you were 

in high school?" Margot asked. 

| explained to Dad that Margot was a bit of a 

political activist and was on my back to get involved in 
issues, as if | could, living in a foreign country. Then | 
set Margot straight. "No, | was just a kid interested in 
sports. | took Kevvy's side because he was my friend. 
A couple of other gay kids in school got picked on and 
| didn't let it bother me." 


"It should have," Margot said. 


For a moment | thought we were going to have 
our first premarital argument about what | was like in 
school, but she left it at that. She didn't ask any more 
about Kevvy, either, and | saw no reason to tel her. I'd 
said what | did because | thought we had talked about 
it enough. I'd never asked her about the men she slept 
with before we started dating or spoken to her about 
my old girlfriends. Not that Kevvy was my boyfriend, 
exactly. 

KKK 
The first time | exchanged words with Kevvy 
wasn't like exchanging words at al. | think it was in the 
spring of my sophomore year. | was having lunch with 
my friends in the cafeteria. Kevvy brought his tray to an 
empty spot at the far end of their table. 
"It's the faggot," Craig said. 
Kevvy ignored him and sat down. | would have 
overlooked the crack, but Craig looked as if he were 
about to say more and Dad had spoken to me about 


bulying more than once, | forget in what context. So 


before he could, | said, as if it was no big deal, "Gay 
guys gotta eat, too, you know." 

"Yeah, but why here?" 

"Because it's the lunchroom," and | quickly 

changed the subject. 

Craig had no intention of letting it go at that, 
however, and asked, "What's with you, Art? Is hea 
friend of yours?" 

"| don't even know him." Then on an impulse, | 

stood up, walked to where Kevvy was sitting, and held 
out my hand. "Arthur." 

Kevvy looked up, embarrassed, wondering if 

he was being made fun of, but | kept my hand 
extended, so he had to shake it. "Kevin," he mumbled, 
and | went back to my seat. 

"What was that al about?" Craig asked. "Aren't 

you afraid you'l catch something?" 

"Catch what?" 

"| dunno. A taste for guys." 


"Come off it." 


"Don't tel me you haven't seen him checking us 

out in locker room." 

"I've seen you checking me out, too." 

Craig blushed. "Like when?" 

"Like I'm supposed to remember when? It's no 

big deal. You were sizing me up, comparing. You 
weren't drooling. Kevin doesn't drool either, do you, 
Kevin?" | caled down the table. 

| immediately regretted having said it. Kevvy 

blushed to the hairline and al but buried his face in his 
tray. 

"Okay, so maybe | made a comparison," Craig 
admitted. "Once. It's possible. I'm not saying | did, just 
that it's possible." 

"Who won?" Dirk joked. 

Craig snapped back at him. "You'l have to ask 

Kevvy that." 

"Or compare dicks again. | want to know." 

"Like, yeah, we're gonna whip it out right here 


in the lunchroom. You'l have to wait til we have gym 


again." 

"You see, Craig?" | said. "You and Kevvy there 

aren't the only ones who like to peek at dicks. That is, if 
he does." 

"Do you, Kevvy?" Craig asked in a voice loud 

enough for the whole lunchroom to hear. 

"Wil you leave the guy alone for Christ sake? 

What the hel has he done to you?" 

"Did he hit on you or something, Craig?" Dirk 

asked. You could tel by his tone of voice he wasn't 
serious. Dirk was the joker. 

"If he did, I'd punch his lights out." 

"So would I," | said. "But he hasn't." 

Kevvy evidently felt he ought to say something. 

"| don't go around hitting on people." 

“That's what I just said, isn't it?" | asked, trying 

to be kind. 

Craig imitated Kevvy, "I don't go around hitting 

on people," in such a girly voice it was obvious how un- 


girly Kevvy's was. "See? He admits he's a fag. He'd 


deny it if he wasn't." 

"I've had enough of this shit," | said and got up 

to bus my tray. 

Kevvy was in my history class, the last of the 

day. When the bel rang and al the kids made a beeline 
for the door, he stopped me. 

"Yes, what is it?" 

He waited for the room to empty. "I just 

wanted to thank you for standing up for me." 

"| wasn't standing up for you. | was teling Craig 

he was being a creep." 

"Why do you hang out with those guys if you 

don't like the things they say?" 

“They're my friends; Craig's been my friend 

since kindergarten. Would you drop one of your friends 
just because he was acting like a creep?" 

Kevvy blanched. | realized my error: Kevvy 

had no real friends. Apologizing would only rub it in. 
"Maybe I can convince them to stop being creeps," | 


Said. 


"To see the light." 

"| don't know if /'ve seen the light." 

"You must've or you wouldn't have spoken up." 

"| meant about this gay thing. It makes no sense to 
me. Are you gay?" 

Kevvy hesitated. "Yes. At least | think | am." 

"Yo u think you are? What the hel is that 

Supposed to mean?" 

"| haven't done anything, haven't tried it." 

"Wel, don't think of trying it with me." 

"I'm not hitting on you. | was answering your 
question. You asked me. Please don't tel anyone what 
| said. | never came out to anyone before." Then he 
added, "And | don't check guys out in the showers." 
"So what makes you think you're gay?" 

Kevvy blushed. It seemed he was always 

turning color. "Because | have to force myself not to," 
he said. 

"| force myself not to, too, and | look away if | 


catch myself doing it. | don't think that makes me gay." 


"Look, | realy don't want to go into it, the 
feelings | have, the thoughts, why I'm sure—pretty sure 
—l'm gay." 
"| don't want to hear them either." 
"But you asked." 
That caught me up short. "Yeah, | guess | did. | 
didn't realize that was what I was asking. Look, | gotta 
run or I'l miss the school bus. And you didn't have to 
thank me. What | did was nothing special." The words 
were barely out of my mouth when it hit me how special 
it must have been for Kevvy. He got ragged on a lot. 
"See ya around," | said. 
"You mean that?" | heard him cal out behind 
me, but was already halfway down the hal on my way 
to the lockers. 

x OK OK OX 
| tore a ligament in my right knee early in the fal 
semester of my junior year. | was off crutches fairly 
soon, but the doctor said | shouldn't run on it unless the 


house was on fire. Kicking a bal around the field was 


out of the question. That put an end to my days as a 
soccer player. | tried out for the school play and was 
given a bit part, the first and only time | centered my 
extracurricular activities on the arts. | made a lousy 
enough job of it to convince myself and everyone else | 
had no future in the theater. However, being in the play 
and away from the locker rooms threw me in with a 
different crowd. | made new friends, Mitchel among 
them, and Mitchel introduced me to Kevvy. "One of 

my groupies is dying to meet you," he said. 

"I'm not interested in having groupies." 

"Good thing, too. If you were hoping for a fan 

club after the play, think again. You stink." 

Mitchel was also involved with the play, but not 

as an actor. He worked the lights and was putting a 
tape together for background music. He did have 
groupies, though. While not especialy good looking, he 
was the only boy in our class who had grown what 
passed for a mustache, and his lack of zits and over- 


the-ears brown hair, carefuly arranged to look 


unkempt, attracted the artier girls. He could be a smart 
aleck and enjoyed putting people down, and the girls 
ate that up, too. He cultivated an aloof manner that 
passed for sophistication. | admit that | was also taken 
in at first. 

"Don't turn up your nose at an admirer," he 

went on, although he turned his up at al of his. Stil, 
rumor had it some of them were putting out for him, and 
| couldn't deny that none of the girls in the play took 
much interest in me. 

"Okay, who is she?" | asked. 

"Not she, he. He thinks you're hot shit." 

| knew immediately who he meant. "Kevvy. | 

already know him." 

"You do? Then why's he so keen on being 

friends with you?" 

"Beats me." 

"You keeping your distance because he's a fag? 

Half the guys in the play are." 


That was an exaggeration. One or two maybe. 


Three at most. "I don't care about that," | said. It wasn't 
cool in the theater crowd to be prejudiced against 
anyone but jocks. 

"I'm meeting him at the mal after rehearsal. 

Why don't you come with us?" Mitchel urged. "He's 
not as geeky as you think. He's realy a lot of fun once 
he opens up to you. And | don't mean his ass." 

"Has he opened that up for you?" 

"Don't | wish! For the sake of comparison, you 
understand." 

“Comparison with what?" 

"With girls, idiot." 

When | got to Know Mitchel better, | found out 

the rumors were just rumors. I'm pretty sure he had 
asked Kevvy to bend over for him more than once, but 
if Kevvy had let him, he would have had nothing to 
compare it with. 

| did go with them. Hanging out at the mal 

wasn't my thing, so | didn't expect to have much fun, 


but | did, thanks to Kevvy. We hadn't been there fifteen 


minutes and | knew | wanted him for a friend. He 

wasn't at al geeky and opened up to me immediately. 
He certainly wasn't self-conscious and timid as he'd 
been in the lunchroom. He'd go into stores and ask to 
try on the most outlandish things, from footbal uniforms 
to cowboy outfits to tuxedos, then come out and put on 
a hilarious act for us, mugging to suit the costume he 
had on. 

It amazed me that Mitchel would alow anyone 

to steal the limelight from him, and | told him so when 
Kevvy had gone into a fitting room. 

"I'm giving the kid a chance to impress you," he 

said. "It means a lot to him." 

| didn't know it then, but Kevvy unknowingly 

provided a distraction for Mitchel's petty shoplifting. 

He didn't care that he could have got us in trouble along 
with him if he was caught. Mitchel used people like 
that. 

Kevvy stayed in the fitting room longer than 


usual, and when he emerged, this time in the get-up of a 


punk rocker—he'd spiked his hair to surprise us—I 
asked him why he wasn't in the school play. 

He explained, "Because it conflicts with 

orchestra rehearsals." He played the trumpet. 

"Isn't he a riot?" Mitchel asked. "Thinks he's a 

fashion model. That's so gay." 

That was the closest he came to putting Kevvy 

down in front of me that day and for some time after. 
He made a lot of other snide comments, though, mostly 
about the people we saw there. His teasing Kevvy 
came later, | think because he was jealous Kevvy liked 
me more. It started with offhand remarks at the mal— 
we got in the habit of going there once or twice a week. 
Mitchel would point out some good-looking guy and 
say, "Wow, he's hot! If | was gay, | wouldn't be able to 
keep my hands off him. How do you do it, Kevvy?" 
Kevvy ignored him, but it eventualy got to me. 

"The same way he keeps them off you, asshole." 
Maybe my teling him off egged him to it, | don't 


know, but at about the same time, Mitchel started 


making cracks about me and Kevvy getting it on 
together. Kevvy ignored it and said | should, too; 
answering back would just encourage him. | knew he 
was right, but | couldn't keep my mouth shut. 

x OK OOK OX 
We were listening to CDs in Mitchel's room. 
Mitchel said, "So tel us, Kevvy, who has the bigger 
dick, me or Art?" 
"He wouldn't know," | said. "He hasn't seen 
mine." 
"Stil not? Does he keep his eyes closed or 
something? Tel him how big | am, Kevvy." 
"| can't," Kevvy said, sounding bored. "I didn't 
measure it." 
"You sized it up with your eyes, al right. You 
were drooling. But | wouldn't let you at it, would I, 
Kevvy?" 
"That's not how | remember it." 
"Wanna measure them now, referee a contest? 


Got a ruler?" 


"No." 
"If you're so keen on knowing how big 

everyone's dick is, we can measure ourselves at home 
in the privacy of our own bedrooms and just tel each 
other how big our dick is," | said. 

"What fun would that be for Kevvy? And how 

would we know we're teling the truth?" 

"Kevvy won't lie, so the only unknown quantity 

wil be yours." 

"No, yours. Kevvy wil vouch for mine." 

"| have nothing to hide." 

“Then why are you hiding it?" 

"That's not what | meant." 

"| bet he can vouch for yours, too, and he's just 

not teling. | won't believe him if he says you're bigger'n 
me, though. He'd lie about that because he's sweet on 
you." 

"C'mon, Kevvy," | said. "Let's get outta here." 

"Going to measure dicks?" 


"You know, Mitchel? However big your penis 


is, you're a bigger one." 

"You realy see Mitchel's cock?" | asked 

Kevvy after we walked out. "Hard?" 

"Yeah." 

"And?" 

"He's bigger than me." 

"| don't care about his dick size. Did you have 

sex with him?" 

"Are you kidding? So he can tel the whole 

school | gave him a blowjob? He wanted one. 

Whipped it out and waggled it in front of my face teling 
me how much | wished | could suck on it, but | wasn't 
biting... so to speak." 

"Were you tempted?" 

"Of course | was tempted! But I'm in no rush to 

lose my virginity, least of al with him, nice as it is. | 
probably would've if he wasn't exactly what you said he 
iS." 

"What'd I say?" 


“That he was a bigger dick than the one 


between his legs." 

"| don't know why you put up with him." 

"It doesn't bother me. | suppose it would if he 

wasn't like that with everybody. Why do you?" 

| had no answer for that. "What about me?" | 

went on. "Would you suck me off if | asked you to?" 
"You won't ask me to, and | won't ask you." 

"Why? Don't you want to?" 

"Look, | already said the idea of giving Mitchel 

a blowjob turned me on, so how do you think | feel 
about you? But you're my friend, and | wanna keep it 
that way." 

"You think I'd dump you just because you 

sucked me off?" 

"| don't want to take that chance. Besides, 

Mitchel would figure it out if something had gone on 
between us. How would ya like that? | wouldn't care if 
he knew, except he wouldn't let up until | sucked him 
off too, and then he'd want it al the time." 


"And you wouldn't." 


"Not with him." 

"Yeah, and with me you'd want it al the time, but 

I'd only let you do it once and I'd feel guilty that | led 
you on." 

"Quit it. You're starting to sound like Mitchel." 

KKK 

Once the idea of getting a blowjob from Kevvy 

had planted itself in my mind, it wouldn't go away. | had 
become what they cal bi-curious. | decided in advance 
there would be no encores and was sure Kevvy would 
go along with that. | knew he wanted to do it. He 
wouldn't jump at the chance, but | could talk him into it. 
Only two things held me back. One was the possibility 
Mitchel would find out and broadcast it around the 
school, and I'd be labeled a fag. That didn't bother me 
as much as the second, since I'd be graduating ina 
couple of months and going away to colege where 
nobody would know about it. The second and real 
reason | didn't go for it right away was that | felt | ought 


to reciprocate. Kevvy wouldn't ask, but I'd feel | owed 


it to him, and the thought of taking anyone's dick in my 
mouth gave me the wilies. 

We did it behind some bushes in an empty lot 

near the high school. | made Kevvy drop his pants, too, 
because I'd be embarrassed if | was the only one 
naked. 

"Realy?" he said. "You're kidding." 

"No. | know it sounds stupid, but that's how | 

feel." 

"| Suppose you want me to show mine first." 

Although it had taken more convincing than | 
anticipated before he would believe | honestly wanted 
him to suck me off, having decided to go through with 
it, he immediately puled his pants down to his ankles 
and got on his knees in front of me. 

| just stood there. He looked up at me 

questioningly, as if he thought I'd chicken out. | might 
have, but before | could, he unbuckled my belt and 
unzipped my fly in a very businesslike manner. "Here 


goes," he said, and yanked my boxers down around my 


knees. 

| was already hard—had been since we'd 

started nosing around for a secluded spot. He studied it 
a little and said, "Very pretty," then put his hand around 
it and squeezed gently, rubbed his thumb underneath the 
head, fondled my bals. 

"What are you waiting for?" | asked. | wasn't 

impatient; | was nervous. 

"| haven't done this before. | hope | don't blow 

it." 

That cracked us both up. "Freudian slip," he 

explained, and took me in his mouth. 

I'm no expert, but I'd say he did a very 

creditable job; masterly, for a first attempt, as | believe 
it was. Now that he's had a lot more experience, he 
must drive his partner wild, lucky man. It took hima 
while to figure out how to get the whole thing in his 
mouth, but even the first tentative licks felt wonderful, 
and once he began rocking back and forth on the whole 


Shaft, | came quickly with a gasp of, "Oh, shit! | can't 


hold it back," and my knees buckled. 

It was a long orgasm for such a short blowjob. 

When I was drained, | found | was clutching his head 
and had entwined my fingers in his hair. | released my 
grip, and Kevvy sat back on his haunches looking a 
little disappointed it was over so soon, my load stil in 
his mouth. 

"Aren't you gonna spit it out?" | asked. 

He smiled, shook his head, and swalowed it. 
"Savoring it," he said. 

"So you like sucking cock?" 

“Thought | would, but | couldn't be sure. If | 

ever had any doubt | was gay, | don't anymore." 
"How does it taste?" 

"Like mine. You mean you've never tasted your 
own?" 

| hadn't. | did the next time I jerked off, and it 

wasn't that bad. Weird, but palatable. Had | known, 
maybe | would have been less averse to doing what | 


did next. "Okay, your turn," | said. 


"You don't have to do this, you know, unless 

you realy want to." 

"| want to," | lied. "Might as wel finish what | 
started." 

| didn't. | went down on him, gave a few clumsy 
sucks, and gagged. "I'm sorry," | said. "I just can't. | 
wish | could, but | can't." 

"That's al right. | wasn't expecting it." 

"I'l beat you off instead." 

"You don't have to do that either." 

"No, fair is fair." 

"It doesn't disgust you?" 

"No, not at al." And that was the truth. 

He thanked me after he came. "We better go," | 
said, hitching up my pants. "We've been here long 
enough. Too long, if anyone saw us go in." 

Kevvy looked as if he stil wanted something. | 
returned his gaze, and he asked, "Wil you kiss me?" 
It hadn't occurred to me he might want a kiss. For 


some reason, two men kissing struck me as gayer than 


a blowjob, but | thought, What the hell, if we've gone 
this far? 

Ours was a long, lingering kiss, with tongues 

and everything, exchanged in a close hug. If anything 
could have turned me gay, it was that kiss. But walking 
back to car, he said, "By the way, Mitchel's bigger." 

He winked at me and added, "Some good it did him." 

| was annoyed and said, "I could've figured that 

out for myself since I'm the same size as you." 

| sulked on the drive home because of what 

he'd said. | couldn't have cared less who had the bigger 
dick. "Some good it did him" sounded like Kevvy had 
used me. He didn't mean it that way, of course. If 
anyone had been used, it was Kevvy. What | had done 
made me feel cheap, and I was turning my resentment 
on him. | realize that now. 

Mitchel never found out about the one gay 

experience in my life. Only Kevvy and I know. | don't 
regret it happened. In fact, | feel good about it. | 


suppose it's something | would have tried once sooner 


or later, and I'm glad | did it with Kevvy. 


3. Cole 


Kevin talked with his mother for about twenty 

minutes. | could tel it was her because his Midwestern 
accent comes back whenever he speaks to her. 
Besides, | heard him say, "Cole's doing great. You want 
to talk to him?" Nobody asks about me except Mrs. 
Bates. 

After he hung up, he went and got his high 

school yearbook out of the closet, brought it over to me 
and pointed to a photo of one of his classmates, a 
good-looking guy with dark hair. "That's him," he said. 
"Who, him?" 

"Art." 

"Yeah, | can read. What about him?" 

“Remember when we first started going 

together and you asked me to tel you about the first 
time | had sex and | said it was nothing special? Wel, | 


lied. It was special. It was with him." 


"Why tel me now? Should | be jealous?" 

"Of a guy | used to be in love with when | was 

kid? Anyway, we only did it once." 

"And for some strange reason, you suddenly 

want to give me a blow-by-blow narration of al the 
delicious dirty details. What inspired you?" 

"No details. | just thought about him because 

my mom gave me some news about him. Something she 
heard from his father." 

"Let me guess. He was arrested for molesting 
teenage boys." 

"Hardly. He's working in Belgium—" 

"As a what?" 

"She didn't say. And he's getting married." 

"A straight guy? Every gay man's dream, and 

for your first time, no less. I'm impressed. Fucked by a 
straight man. How did you pul that one off? Pity you 
were so new to it. You might have converted him." 

"| wasn't trying to convert him. And he didn't 


fuck me. | sucked his cock, and he jerked me off." 


"| see. So he puled it off. And it was that 

special?" 

"To me, very special. I'd had a crush on him for 

four years." 

"And it took you that long to talk him into letting 

you go down on him? He must be very straight." 

"| didn't talk him into anything. It was his idea." 

"He's sounding less straight by the minute. That, 

or very open minded." 

“More than open minded. Everyone at school 

knew I was gay, but that didn't stop him from being my 
friend. That's why I had a crush on him. It's also why | 
never would've fooled around with him if he hadn't 
brought it up." 

"Why did he bring it up?" 

"Beats me. Which he did." 

"When you start making puns like that, | can tel 
you're keeping something from me." 

"Am not. You started it. 'He puled it off.'" 


"So why did he? Bring it up, | mean." 


"| told you. | don't know. As a favor to me, | 

think." 

"A favor, huh? What had you done for him to 

deserve such a favor?" 

“Nothing. | was just his friend." 

"His best friend?" 

"He was mine, but | can't say | was his. Art had 

lots of friends; he was very popular. | only had him and 
Mitchel." 

He turned a few pages and showed me Mitchel's 
photo. "Now he looks gay," | said, "and like a smug 
bastard, too. Or is that just the picture?" 

"He was a smug bastard, but he was straight." 

"| suppose he had a lot of friends, too." 

"No, he was too much of a smug bastard." 

| told him to stop deluding himself. Mitchel was 

as gay aS a maypole and his heartthrob Art a closet 
queen who stil didn't have the bals to come out, since 
he was getting married. 


"I think Mitchel hung with me to prove to 


everyone he was unconventional. As for Art, if he was 
so deep in the closet, why wasn't he afraid to be my 
friend?" 

"You tel me." 

He told me. Not the good stuff—meaning the 

sex—just about Art and Mitchel. | saw right off that it 
was a case of adolescent hero-worship and he wasn't 
completely over it. | don't mean he stil lusted after him, 
but he talked about him as if his friend could walk on 
water. If it weren't for Art, he said, his time in high 
school would have been unbearable. He would have 
been picked on a lot more, if not bulied. 

Not so Mitchel. Mitchel treated him like shit, 

always making cracks about his sexuality, waving a 
hard on in his face, and angling for a blowjob, but | 
could understand why Kevin put up with it. I'm pretty 
sure Mitchel was gay, whatever Kevin says, or at least 
bi. I'd have given him that blowjob and plenty more and 
held our fooling around over him so he'd quit ragging on 


me. | bet he'd have gone down on me eventualy, 


maybe in return for a fuck, which | wouldn't have 
minded. Mitchel was eminently convertible. 

Kevin says he didn't have sex with Mitchel 

because Mitchel would have used it against him. That 
doesn't make sense since it was no big secret Kevin 
was gay. If you ask me, back then Kevin was just a 
hopeless romantic who had the hots for Art and realized 
that if he were having sex with Mitchel, Art would 
never let him give him a blowjob. 

When I gave my take on their relationship, 

Kevin said, "You may be right, except that | didn't plan 
it." 

"| don't mean consciously, but playing hard to 

get was the right way to go about it. And it worked, 
didn't it? | admire your patience." 

"What patience? | didn't have a choice. | never 
expected it to happen." 

"Because you were a kid. I'm sure I'm right 

about Mitchel." 


"It's possible. As you said, what did | know 


back then? You know how it is. | thought | was 

different and everyone else was normal." 

"| have a theory about Art, too, and why he 

adopted you." 

| should have used another word, although 

adopt him is exactly what he did. Kevin flared up. 

"| don't want to hear it. You're going to tel me 

he had ulterior motives. That's crap. If he had, he 
wouldn't have waited two years and would've dumped 
me as soon as he got what he wanted. | didn't tel you 
about my first time so you could psychoanalyze 
everybody." 

"| agree. And | don't think that because he gota 
blowjob out of it detracts one bit from his taking a stand 
against homophobia either. I'm not trying to out him ex 
post facto." 

"I stil don't want to hear it." 

| didn't tel him because | knew Kevin would 

dismiss it out of hand. My theory is that he asked Kevin 


to suck him off because he wanted to be one up on 


Mitchel, in part, probably because he was attracted to 
him. Not that he wasn't basicaly straight, but boys go 
through phases at that age, and he wouldn't admit it to 
himself. He caled Mitchel a dickhead, which he was, 
but he secretly worshipped him. Because Mitchel was 

a rebel, not for the same reasons Kevin worshipped 
him. If he'd had the nerve to come on to Mitchel, they 
would have ended up a threesome. Makes sense to me. 
| asked Kevin if he had kept in touch with either 

of them. 

"Not Mitchel; | was glad to be done with him. 

Art and | went to different coleges and exchanged e- 
mails for a while, then stopped. He got laid two weeks 
into the semester and wrote that it was a lot better with 
a girl and | should try it." 

"Did you?" 


"You know the answer to that." 


Polygon 


And to think she had resisted, that he'd had to 

beg her, grovel almost, buy her cooperation with 
expensive gifts, romantic dinners, flowers, trips to the 
theater, that he'd given up his weekly bowling and 
poker games, now just doing one or the other no more 
than twice a month, and had taken over such wifely 
chores as the dishes and the laundry! She gave him no 
encouragement—not by any stretch of the imagination 
could you say she did—yet the idea didn't seem to 
shock or disgust her, so he kept at it, and not once had 
she become angry or even shown resentment that he 
asked. She never told him to drop the subject or 
berated him for being stubborn. She would simply say, 
firmly, in a low-key voice, "No, George, that's not the 
kind of thing | do." 

Like hel it wasn't! 


He argued with her, if you can cal it arguing 


when one side remains calm and unflappable. He gave 
reasons, made promises—it was something he'd always 
wanted to do, something he dreamed about; it had 
become a need, an obsession; they could do it once 

and he'd never ask her again. She'd smile indulgently, 
say she understood, and shake her head no. 

Then, the night of their fifth anniversary, after 

he'd taken her to the balet and dinner at her favorite 
restaurant, given her a garnet bracelet, and they'd made 
love and he could see that he'd pleasured her more than 
usual, he mentioned it again, and she said, "And where 
would we find such a person? Do you have someone in 
mind?" 

A glimmer of hope, maybe even a foot in the 

door. 

"It shouldn't be that difficult. There're plenty of 

girls around who'l do it for money." 

"You mean a hooker?" 

Even before they were married he used to 


fantasize about watching Susan have sex with another 


woman. Sometimes he'd join in and fuck both of them 
or lie back and let them work him over, but mostly he'd 
just watch while he beat off. 

She'd put the question to him matter-of-factly; 

her body had not tensed when she asked it. She stayed 
nestled up close to him, her head lying dreamily on his 
chest. 

"Can you think of anyone else?" he asked. 

"Don't be idiotic!" 

"So why not a hooker? Would that make it 

seem dirtier?" 

"No, | guess not. A little, maybe. But it's more 

that I'd feel sorry for her. You know what | mean— 
having to sel her body. It would make me sad, and | 
don't think | could get into it. You would want me to get 
into it, wouldn't you?" 

He stroked her hair and kissed her. "You know 

| would." That was true. In his fantasies she had always 
melted under the other woman's ministrations. Stil, he 


wondered if she meant what she'd just said, if women 


realy felt this solidarity, if there realy was some kind of 
universal sisterhood they al identified with, or if she just 
wanted to let him know what a progressive, thoroughly 
up-to-date gal she was. She never made a show of 
being a libber. 

"And what would you be doing while she and | 
were...?" She let her voice trail off. 

"So you're thinking about it?" 

"Of course I've been thinking about it. You've 

been bringing it up for years. How could | not think 
about it? What would you do, though? Just watch, or 
would you...?" She left that question unfinished too. 

"| don't know for sure. | haven't planned that far 
ahead. | suppose we can just play it by ear and see 
what happens." 

"Sily!" she said. And she drew closer to him, 

kissed his shoulder, and ran her hand down his chest 
and over his stomach, leaving it to rest on his now 
flaccid genitals. 


Later, after he thought she'd falen asleep, she 


murmured, "Wouldn't it cost a lot to hire a professional? 
| mean, not just some tramp, but someone clean and 
high class?" 
A lot less than that bracelet, he thought, not to 
mention dinner and the ballet. But he only said, "I 
think we can afford it." 

x OK OK OX 
So he'd found Elena and brought her home with 
him. 
Finding her had not been as easy as he'd 
imagined. The escort services that advertised in the 
papers, including those that caled themselves 
"executive", thought it unreasonable, if not downright 
suspicious, that he asked to meet the woman first and 
not simply have her show up at his hotel, that he wanted 
to set it up a few days in advance and would pick her 
up and bring her to his house. He understood that for 
the woman's safety they would require him to prove his 
identity and verify his address, and he trusted them to 


respect his anonymity. Al the same, most of the 


agencies he contacted turned him down point blank, 
and those that agreed introduced him—meetings he had 
to pay for—to slutty-looking, heavily made-up platinum 
blonde bimbos with tits like grotesque honeydews, 
three-inch-long fingernails, and wearing clunky platform 
shoes to match the shiny, loud-colored mini-skirt they 
could only have squeezed into using a shoehorn. Two of 
them even came to the meeting chewing gum, and one 
made a grab for his crotch under the table. 

In the end, he had to ask around the office 

where the company execs found their escorts, 
pretending he wasn't in the market himself, an 
investigation that led him to Tracy Milton, who set him 
up with Elena. 

Susan was right about one thing: Elena was 

anything but cheap. Those three or four hours had cost 
him more than the bracelet, but fel short of two center 
orchestra seats at the balet and dinner at a fancy 
restaurant with cocktails, wine and after-dinner drinks. 


Stil, he thought at first she was wel worth the expense. 


She was a handsome, wel-educated and talented 
woman, who knew how to give Susan multiple orgasms 
that sent her into paroxysms of ecstasy and, it seemed 
to him, derived as much pleasure from her work as she 
provided. 

Susan, too, played her part as a responsive and 

fuly active partner, apparently uninhibited and not in the 
least clumsy in her first lesbian experience. They paid 
him no attention, but kissed and fondled, sucked 
nipples, went down on each other, and also probed 

with their fingers. As for him, he was more than 
satisfied, content to watch them while he sat with his 
nose buried in their panties and his legs draped over the 
arms of the plush lounge chair and played idly with 
himself, though he did not bring himself to climax. 

He paid her in the car so his wife wouldn't 

know how much he'd spent. On the drive home, she 
said, "| admire you, George; realy | do. There aren't 
many men wiling to indulge their wives as you have." 


"Do you think I hired you for her sake?" 


"Didn't you? | could see you were enjoying the 

show, but don't try pretending that she just went along 
with it to please you. You can't not know that your wife 
is a lesbian." 

"Is that what you think?" 

"It's what | know. I've done it often enough 

before. | can tel. There was no mistaking the signs." 
"And you, Elena? Bisexual? Lesbian? Basicaly 

straight?" 

"Me? I'm a cal girl. | do what I'm paid for. 

Susan is another matter." 

He let it go at that. He was not about to let her 

involve him in a discussion of his wife's sexual likes and 
dislikes. 

She offered to bring him off; they could pul off 

to the side of the road and she'd go down on him. No 
extra charge. "After al, you're the only one who didn't 
get to come. | thought you'd be joining us, and then you 
didn't." 


"No, thank you. I'm fine." 


"| wouldn't count on Susan showing you her 

gratitude after you drop me off, if that's what you have 
in mind. There's a good chance you'l have to wait until 
tomorrow. She may not want to spoil the glow." 

"| told you, I'm fine." 

They did make love when he got home, though 

Susan expressed surprise that he wanted it. Not put 
out, merely surprised. "I thought you'd do that while she 
was here," she said. 

She did not respond to him as enthusiasticaly 

as she had to Elena, nor were her orgasms as intense. 
He had not expected them to be, not after a three-hour 
sexual marathon. He did not take it to mean she was a 
lesbian. 

x KOK OX 

George kept his word and did not importune 

her for a repeat performance, much as he would have 
liked to—he regretted having remained a spectator. He 
only asked Susan if she'd enjoyed it, and she said, 


"Couldn't you tel?" She did not bring it up again. She 


had agreed to it, enjoyed it, and then put it out of her 
mind. There was no reason why one night of lesbian 
role play should change anything. 

But it did. Not their relationship, which, as far 

as George could tel, was no different than before, 
neither sexualy nor otherwise, though the idea that 
Susan might be a lesbian stayed with him. A remote 
possibility, but a possibility nonetheless. Was it his 
imagination, or did her eyes glaze over and a faint smile 
come to her lips when she examined her breasts every 
month in front of the mirror? What was she thinking? 
What did that dreamy expression on her face signify? 
Would he have minded if she was? They had a good 
Sex life. 

No, between the two of them things remained 

exactly as before, which surprised him, even 
disappointed him a little. It ought to have made some 
difference, shouldn't it? It was their, or, rather, his 
relationship with their friends that was affected—with 


her girlfriends, to be exact. Just her girlfriends. 


Husbands did not belong to their inner circle. He 
wondered if she had told them about having sex with 
Elena and if they thought he had forced her into it. He 
couldn't be sure that had anything to do with it, nor 
could he put his finger on it. Outwardly they treated him 
the same as ever. If he felt a certain distance, if he 
detected a faint sneer when they thought he wasn't 
looking, he might wel blame his imagination. 

He sensed it most in Judith and Pearl. Judith 

and her husband, Duane, had been their best friends for 
years, though the real connection was between Susan 
and Judith, who had known each other since high 

school and were close as sisters. They had lunch 
together at least twice a week, and he couldn't imagine 
one of them going shopping without the other. He and 
Duane got on wel and did guy things together, but if 
they'd had different wives they probably wouldn't have 
been friends. Duane looked at him no differently after 
the lesbian episode, so he would have dismissed the 


change in Judith as meaningless or not have noticed it at 


al if he hadn't seen the same thing in Pearl. On the other 
hand, he sometimes thought Pearl looked at al their 
husbands with distrust. 

That Pearl was part of their group was in itself 

unusual. She had little in common with the rest of them. 
A dozen years older, unmarried, tight-lipped and bony, 
salow-complected, though in her own way not 
unattractive, she looked and dressed like a schoolmarm 
of generations past or a nun freed from her habit— 
sensible shoes, a narrow skirt that came below the 
knee, almost always gray, and a solid-color blouse, 
either white, off-white, or fairly dark. You could never 
find a trace of red or pink on her, including her lips and 
fingernails. The other women permed their hair, wore 
slacks more often than dresses, preferred the comfort 
of tennis shoes, were free and energetic in the 
movements, and usualy carried some accessory that 
made them look stylish. 

He'd once asked Susan if she thought Pearl had 


lesbian tendencies. She looked at him in astonishment. 


"Pearl? So much you know about Pearl!" 

"Wel, what is there to know about her?" 

She avoided his question. "Were you thinking 

about Pearl for your little fantasy threesome or 
something?" 

"Lord no!" 

"Pearl is too stodgy to be a lesbian," she 

muttered, the only criticism of her he'd ever heard her 
utter. 

"I'l buy that. How did you girls ever meet her?" 
“Through Julia. They were in a night class 

together once, some kind of how to write a good 
detective story type thing." 

"Does Pearl write detective stories?" George 

loved detective stories. 

"Didn't you know? Mysteries. You've even 

read some of her stuff. Written under another name, of 
course." 

"Realy? Who is she?" 


"I'm not teling." 


That Susan might have told her friends about it 
became as much an obsession as wanting to do it had 
been. He couldn't get it off his mind. There was no point 
asking her. True or false, she would deny it. 

Just how much personal information did women 

Share with their girlfriends? No man would ever talk 
about the intimate details of his marriage bed with his 
buddies. Certainly none of his friends would. Not that 
they didn't talk about sex. They talked about it a lot, 
though less than sports, or even politics. They told dirty 
jokes, recounted escapades from their colege and high 
school days, speculated on what it would be like to get 
in the sack with one of those hot female celebrities like 
Liz Taylor who went through husbands like water or the 
fun some of those Holywood studs must have, and they 
talked about their turn-ons or what would be a turn-on 
for them—but not a word about what went on in their 
own bedrooms except in the most general terms. 
Never. Were women equaly discreet? 


He asked his poker buddies one night when the 


conversation had turned to sex. He phrased it casualy, 
as an off-hand question, so they wouldn't think he was 
in earnest: "Do you think the ladies talk about sex as 
much as we do?" 
"I'm sure of it," Charles said. 
"What do think they say? | mean, do you think 
they talk about us?" 
"Why would they? It would make for some 
pretty boring conversations, wouldn't it?" 
"No," they al chorused in response to Charles's 
question. He blushed, but nobody ribbed him about it, 
and they left it at that. 

x KOK OX 
The next morning he went to pick up a file from 
one of the secretaries in the outer office, and Elena 
walked in. For a second he was afraid she'd say helo, 
but she pretended not to know who he was. Lorraine 
pushed the buzzer on her desk, nodded to her, and 
Elena went down the corridor toward where the vice- 


presidents of the company had their offices. 


"Who was that?" he asked. 

"Elena Liotis, one of Mr. Hartmann's more 

important clients." 

"Never heard of her." 

Lorraine looked up at him and held his glance 

for a fraction of a second. "Don't ask him," she said. 
Apparently she had no doubt who was whose client. 
Did Hartmann know he'd hired her and what 

they'd done? He dismissed the thought. Not a chance. 
If she'd said anything, how could Hartmann trust her to 
keep her mouth shut about him? Women in her 
profession knew how to keep a secret, unlike 
housewives, who could blab al they want to their 
girlfriends. 

Seeing Elena there unsettled him, though, so he 

left for lunch early and told Lorraine he'd be taking a 
longer break than usual. 

He walked a few blocks to a restaurant where 

he wouldn't run into anyone from the office. By 


coincidence, Duane waved to him from a booth as soon 


as he came in the door. He wasn't in the mood for 
company, but had no option but to join him. 

“That was some bombshel you dropped last 

night," Duane said. 

"What bombshel?" 

"Your question about whether the girls 

discussed our sexual performance with each other." 
"No one else seemed to think it was a 

bombshel." 

"Charles did. Why else would he have made 

that remark about its being too dul to talk about?" 

"| thought that was a joke. But realy, | was 

talking off the top of my head. There we were, talking 
about sex again, and | found myself wondering if the 
girls talked about it as much as we do and what sort of 
things they say." 

"Do you think they do? Talk about us, | mean." 

He tried to make a joke of it so Duane would 

drop the subject. "Susan sure as hel hasn't told me any 


boring stories about Charles and Julia." 


"She wouldn't. Passing on information like that 
would amount to a confession that she talked about 
you." 

Funny, he'd been thinking the same thing earlier 

in regard to Elena's discretion. He must have had some 
expression on his face that gave him away, for Duane 
went on, "You know, it wouldn't surprise me if they did. 
| don't know why we don't do the same. | don't mean 
with everybody at poker, just between best friends." 
"Like you and me?" 

"Yeah, like you and me. There's something on 

your mind, isn't there? Something eating away at you." 
George blurted it out. He didn't mean to. He 

just started by saying, "Wel, yes. It has to do with the 
way Judith has been looking at me lately," and went on 
from there, as if out of some kind of compulsion. And 
al the time he was teling it he was wondering why he 
was, why he didn't feel more embarrassed, and how 
Duane would react, but al Duane said was "Wow! 


Hot!" 


"So you didn't know?" 

"Know? Are you kidding?" Then he added, "If 

Judith has been shooting her mouth off, that ought to 
shut her up. We have no stories half as good as that!" 
"| don't think the girls would approve. Do 

approve... if they know, that is. Judith least of al." 

"You underestimate Judith. She's been dropping 

hints about spicing up our sex life. Role play, that sort of 
thing. | bet she'd be up for a foursome." 

"You mean us four?" 

"| didn't, but now that you mention it, she'd 

sooner agree to something with you and Susan than 
with people she doesn't know." 

"Are you thinking of swapping or some kind of 
mini-orgy?" 

"Oh, al possible combinations—al four 

together, groups of three to give one of us a break, you 
and Judith, me and Susan, the two of them, us..." 

"Are you serious?" 


"Are you?" 


Duane's question could have meant anything 

from an invitation to butt fuck each other to letting him 
know the whole idea was just a joke. It was not 
something he felt like pursuing. 

"You realize that the whole lot of 'em just might 

hear al about it the next day. You comfortable with 
that?" 

"| don't know that I'm comfortable with any of 

it, fela. | do know that I'd feel a lot better about that 
than finding out Judith was having an affair." 

KKK 

They started meeting for lunch on a regular 

basis, but Duane didn't broach the subject again. 
George wished he would, but didn't want to bring it up 
himself. Not that he wanted to try a four-way, nothing 
like that. He just wanted to know more. So after a 
month had gone by he dropped another so-caled 
bombshel at the poker game. 

"Say, what would you guys do if you learned 


your wife was having an affair?" 


"What brought that up?" Charles asked. "Do 

you think Susan...?" 

"Definitely not. | just remembered this movie 

where a guy murders his wife because he thinks she's 
being unfaithful. | can't imagine myself doing something 
that drastic." 

"Me neither." 

“But would you say anything to her?" 

“How the hel would | know?" Don asked. "I 

Suppose that would depend on how discreet she was 
about it. Now if other people knew..." 

"I'd toss her out on her whorish little ass," 

Charles said. 

"Do you think that's fair?" Duane asked. "If it 

was you, she'd only make you sleep on the sofa for a 
week." 

"What would you do, Duane?" George asked. 

Duane gave him a look that said he knew what 

al this was about but wasn't going to bring up the 


foursome idea in front of the other guys. 


"Wel?" 

"| guess I'd confront her." 

"You guess!" Ricky snorted. "You'd have to if 

you walked in on them!" 

“That would be a whole different balgame," 

Don agreed. "I think I'd go balistic." 

George had made his point to Duane and was 

sure they'd talk it over later. He didn't much care what 
the others had to say, so he made what he hoped would 
be taken as a joke. "What if they asked you to hop in 
bed with them?" 

The other four men looked up at him, startled. 

"You know," Duane said, smiling at him, "I think 

| would." 

Everyone laughed. "And file for divorce in the 
morning," Don quipped. 

"| wouldn't have much of a case if I'd been part 

of it, would 1?" 

More laughter. 


"Wel, it looks like there are no murderers 


here," Charles said, but he seemed more relieved than 
flippant. 

The game broke up early. Susan was in the 

bedroom when George got home. Reading, he 
supposed. He felt he should cal Duane and say 
something more to him, though they wouldn't say much 
over the phone. He lifted the receiver. Susan was in the 
middle of a conversation. He didn't recognize the other 
woman's voice. He was about to apologize and hang 
up, when he realized they were talking about him. He 
covered the mouthpiece and listened. 

"God, we've been over this a thousand times," 

Susan was Saying. "It was no big deal. | thought you 
girls would be amused." 

"Judith was furious. How could you have thought 

she wouldn't be? Furious at you." 

"Oh, come off it." 

"Claudia thinks so too." 

"Judith hasn't said anything." 


"You have Pearl to thank for that. She told her 


she should blame George that it happened. And believe 
me, it took some convincing." 

"She hasn't complained about George either." 

"She was crying. You can't imagine how you 

hurt her. To go and do it with a stranger, anda 
prostitute no less! 'How could she?' she kept saying. 
‘How could she?" 

"Why are you teling me al this now?" 

"Because the two of you have something special 
between you. It's not like with the rest of us. At least for 
her it isn't. She realy loves you, Susan." 

"It's special for me too." 

“Then talk to her about it. Explain. She's stil 

hurting inside." 

"I'l think about it. | honestly didn't think it 

would've shaken her up like that. She laughed about 
that fling you had with Duane." 

"Oh, that!" 

He'd heard enough. He hung up, carefuly 


pressing down the button before he replaced the 


receiver in the cradle. Jesus! A batch of lezzies, the 
whole lot of them! Of course he'd have to tel Duane. If 
he'd ever considered swapping, even half-seriously, the 
desire died in him. It made him feel angry, betrayed, 
and yes, disgusted too. He didn't care that it wasn't fair 
after al the pressure he'd put on her to bring someone 
like Elena into their sex life; he couldn't help how he felt. 
His one consolation was having Duane to open his heart 
to. 

He went up to the bedroom. Susan was just 

hanging up. 

"Who were you talking to?" he asked, as if it 

was a matter of indifference to him. 

"Julia. Why do you ask?" 

He shrugged. "Just making conversation." 

Julia. He ought to have been able to figure that 

one out. "Her whorish little ass," Charles had said. He 
wondered if he suspected. 


* OK OOK OX 


The next day at lunch Duane said, "So you're 


seriously thinking about the four of us trying something 
together?" 

"Maybe I was. But something else has come up 
since then." 

"So soon? That was quick. God, you look 

grim! What is it?" 

"| hear you had sex with Julia." 

Duane had expected anything but that. He 
swalowed and said, "Does Charles know?" 

"| have no idea. Then it's true?" Of course it 

was. He already knew that. 

"Yeah, it's true. It happened over a year ago. We 
were both pretty drunk. | know / was. You want the 
details?" 

"| don't care about the details. There's more 

you should know. Judith knows about it." 

Duane blanched. "Are you sure?" George 

nodded. "How do you know al this?" 

"I overheard the end of a conversation between 


Susan and Julia when I got home last night. So you see, 


they do talk about us. And that's not al, either. There's 
more. Our wives, Susan and Judith, they're lesbian 
lovers. | can't guess how long that's been going on." 
"I'm listening." 

George told him everything, though there wasn't 

al that much more to tel. "What do you think we 
should do? We're in this together, after al." 

"Isn't it ironic? Last night we were talking about 

what we'd do if our wives were having an affair, and al 
along they were—with each other." 

“That doesn't answer my question. What are we 

going to do about it? You do mind, don't you?" 

"Sure, | mind, but it'l take a while for me to 

digest it al." 

"Digest it? It's sitting in my stomach like a lump 

of lead. I'm ready to throw up." 

"Realy? It doesn't affect me that way. At least it 

hasn't yet. You know, in a way, just Knowing that it's 
the two of them involved makes it easier." 


"Makes what easier?" 


"Setting up a four-way. You were heading in 

that direction, weren't you? | mean, before this business 
came out." 

"What of it?" 

"We'd get to see them together. That would tel 

us if they are lesbians or if it's just a little fun they like to 
have on the side." 

"Fuck! 'A little fun' he cals it! Weren't you 

listening to me? Julia made it absolutely clear they don't 
just play around. | think we ought to do something." 
"You fucking Judith sily and me doing the same 

to Susan would make a nice punishment, don't you 
think? And we'd both be watching." 

“How would they know we were punishing 

them? And would they care?" 

"We'd tel them when it was over. Maybe they 

wouldn't care, but | think they would, to think it was al 
in fun and then find out it wasn't. They'd be humiliated." 
"You're trying to talk me into it, aren't you? 


Admit it. You're using it as an excuse to do something 


you've been wanting to do al along." 
"Not exactly. | have wanted to, ever since you 
told me about Susan and that whore, but | don't need 
an excuse. This is more a question of leverage. You 
know, with them." 
"Al possible combinations, huh?" 
"You're thinking of us two, aren't you? | can see 
it in your face. We wouldn't have to, but they'd 
probably ask for it." 
"Insist on it, you mean. And we'd play along. 
Some revenge! Tel me—have you had sex with 
Charles, too, or only with Julia?" 
He'd said it in anger, but for some reason, 
Duane found the idea hilarious and laughed so hard he 
choked on his drink. 

x KOK OX 
Everything happened so quickly, every day a 
new development. George didn't have time to think. 
Things were out of his hands and moved along of their 


own accord, or maybe someone else's. Susan's? 


Duane's? He didn't want to think about it. 

In a sense, he had no one to blame but himself. 

None of this would have happened if he hadn't set up 
that stupid role play with Elena. He'd been in control 
then. Or had he? The things he'd done hoping to get her 
to agree—the washing up, the little gifts, al of it—had 
set a pattern. In any case, he wasn't in control anymore, 
however long ago it had been that he lost it. He didn't 
like it, but whatever was going to happen, he couldn't 
stop it from happening. He told himself he could cal a 
halt at any time. Did he realy believe it? Each step of 
the way he said, "I'l think about it," and he'd find 
himself going along with whatever it was he said he'd 
think about without questioning whether he wanted to 
or not. When it was al over, then he'd know. Not until. 

A couple of days later Duane said, "Judith is 

game for a foursome with you two. In fact, she's 
downright enthusiastic. Now it's your turn to bring it up 
with Susan." 


"Why me? Can't Judith suggest it to her? I'd 


enjoy turning the tables on her, having her beg me to go 
along with it, the way | did with Elena." 

"Elena?" 

"You know—the hooker." 

"Judith won't." 

"Why not? They're lovers, aren't they?" 

“Let's say she won't officialy. It's entirely 

possible she'l have told Susan by the time you bring it 
up with her, but | don't expect Susan wil let on." 

“That's why I'd rather it wasn't me." 

"I can understand that. But why should it bother 

you if you know and she doesn't know you know?" 

It took him a week to work up the nerve to 

ask. He could see she'd been waiting for it and had 
planned her answer. She might even have talked it over 
with Judith. 

"So now you both want to watch! What is it 

with you men?" 

"Who said anything about watching? Don't you 


know what a foursome is?" 


"| Suppose you've been comparing notes, and now 
you want to see for yourselves which of us is better. Or 
is it some kind of a contest to see which of you is 
better? Tel me, is Duane the only privileged one or do 
you go around treating al your friends to a blow-by- 
blow rundown of our sex lives?" 

"Don't you?" 

"I won't stoop so low as to answer that. 

Anyway, you can forget it, the two of you. Judith would 
never agree." 

“Duane says she has already." 

"| don't believe you." 

"Cal her and see for yourself." 

"Oh yeah, like I'm just about to cal my best 

friend and ask her and her husband to come over and 
have sex with us! Make it look like my idea!" 

"Then just say you'l do it and let me and Duane 

fix it up. Either way you'l see I'm right." 

"You promised you wouldn't force me into 


something like this again. What's the matter? Isn't a 


triangle good enough for you?" 

"I'm not forcing you, and | didn't force you last 

time either. | asked, period. I'm waiting for you to say 
no, and you stil haven't said it." 

"And | won't either. Go ahead if you want to 

make a mockery of our marriage. | won't stand in your 
way." 
"I'l take that as a yes." 

"Yes. Yes yes yes yes YES! But don't think 

we're going to put on a free show for you unless you 
put one on for us!" 

"Who? Me and Duane?" 

"Yes, you and Duane. The works. No holds 

barred." 

"You must be kidding!" 

"Why should | be kidding? Fair is fair. Go back 

and tel that to Duane and see what he says. Those are 
my conditions. Final word." 

"So you do believe me that Judith is up for it!" 


"No, but I'm going to cal and tel her this crazy 


idea of yours and Duane's. Oh, I'l give her an earful, al 
right! I'l make her agree. And believe me, I'm going to 
enjoy watching you get fucked in the ass!" 

She stomped up the stairs to their bedroom. "I 

Suppose you want me to sleep on the couch tonight," he 
caled after her. 

"Sleep wherever the hel you like!" 

George laid out Susan's conditions the next day 

over lunch. "I'm not surprised," Duane said. "Judith said 
the same thing. It was probably her idea. She thinks 
she's getting back at me for fucking Julia." 

"She thinks? Does that mean you're okay with 

this?" 

"| didn't say that. | think we can stil turn the 

tables on them if we plan it carefuly. But we'd better 
not make fools of ourselves." 

"We have already." 

"How so? We just shouldn't go into this 

unprepared. We ought to give it a dry run." 


He felt like punching Duane in the face, but he 


only asked, "How dry?" 

Duane laughed. "Not that kind of dry. We'd 

better have plenty of lube on hand." 

"You're serious, aren't you?" 

"I only meant they'l have had plenty of time to 
rehearse." 

"In other words, the fucking show must go on." 

"Wel, now that we've come this far... The last 

thing I'd want to do is chicken out." 

Was the guy a homo or just ready to go to any 

length for the chance to fuck Susan and watch his lezzie 
wife have sex with her girlfriend? At one time he'd have 
done just about anything to see Susan with another 
woman, but not that. Anything but that! "I'l have to 
think about it," he said. 

But he didn't, and the next day Duane met him 

outside the restaurant with sandwiches. "I got us a room 
in the hotel across the street," he said, and waved the 
key in his face. 


Without thinking, George folowed him into the 


hotel. The Polygon, it was caled. He hadn't noticed that 
before. Pretty dumb name for a hotel. 
Exactly what Susan said, he thought. A triangle 
isn't good enough for me. 
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He hated it. He hated every minute of it. He 
hated being on top as much as he hated being on the 
bottom, though it didn't hurt like he thought it would. 
The homo had to know what he was doing. He didn't, 
and Duane said it hurt in the beginning, but it felt good 
after that. Good—can you imagine? And Duane 
swalowed his scum no problem, but George thought 
he'd gag when Duane squirted in his mouth. 
Duane gave one hel of a blowjob, though. He 
told him, too, so he'd let him know he'd figured out he 
swung both ways. "I'm not the first guy you've sucked 
off." 
He looked up, pretending to be surprised. 
"What makes you say that?" 


"Your technique. Unless you've learned a thing 


or two from Judith." 
"Don't | wish! No, must be that a guy knows 
instinctively what'd make another guy feel good. Glad 
you liked it." And he went back to work. At least he 
didn't ask to kiss him. 
Duane was al bouncy and excited afterward, 
outlining what they'd do and what they'd say. George 
didn't hear a word of it. For al he knew, Duane could 
have been making plans to include Charles and Julia 
and God knows who else. Maybe even their dog. 
KKK 
They were coming over Saturday evening, just the 
two of them. Now that it was al settled, Susan seemed 
to have taken a businesslike attitude. No recriminations, 
no snide remarks. He didn't know if he could go 
through with it again. He'd wanted to beat Duane up 
before they left the hotel, but he only thought: Poetic 
Justice. Serves me right. Maybe it did, but did he 
deserve it a second time? 


He was mad at al three of them. He couldn't 


decide whom he hated the most, Duane or Susan. 
Judith he could understand. 

How had he gotten himself into this mess 

anyway? Were al three of them in cahoots? How long 
had they been plotting against him? He should have 
listened to the end of that conversation with Julia, when 
Susan was about to say something about Duane. Bet 
she knew he was listening in. Duane and Judith, a 
marriage made in heaven! A closet dyke with a closet 
faggot. Perverts, every one of them! Was fucking Julia 
the price he had to pay to get to stick it to Charles? 
God, how he hated them, and now he was going to bed 
with them. He'd like to fuck the life out of al of them in 
turn. No, not Duane. Once was enough. Kick him in his 
faggot nuts instead. Whom did he hate most, Duane or 
Susan? He was maddest at himself. 

Talk about irony! There he was, thinking about 

the humiliation to come, the humiliation they had 
probably set up weeks ago, when he should be thinking 


about the other thing. But maybe it was al in his 


imagination. Who knows? Could be they'd have a blast. 
Was it possible to be any more humiliated than he was 
already? He'd had sex with Duane, and he was sure 
Susan knew about it, though she pretended not to. 

Oh, she was a good one, al right! A real beaut, 

a virtuoso pretender. Like she pretended it was ala 

new experience for her with Elena, like she pretended 
their marriage wasn't al just a sham. Fuck her in the 

ass, that would teach her a lesson! She'd hate it, but fair 
is fair, right? Why hadn't he thought of that earlier? Do it 
to her whenever he felt like it, not just in the four-way. 
He was stronger than her; she wouldn't be able to fight 
him off. And al the time his mind raced, trying not to 
think about what was most important. 

Susan was upstairs getting ready for the four- 

way, primping, so she'd look—and smel—her best. 

She'd been at it for over an hour. Dinner was keeping 
warm over a low light on the stove. The table was set— 
their best crystal, candles, the works. A wine three 


times more expensive than they'd ever bought. Oh, she 


meant to do it up big, the bitch! 

He could imagine Susan and Judith teling the 

other girls how it went, and that bitch Pearl rubbing her 
hands in glee. Would Judith and Duane bring a camera? 
What if he couldn't get it up? He'd watch Duane fuck 
his wife, and then the girls would watch Duane fuck 
him. Would they jeer or applaud? Did it matter? No, 
he'd get it up, al right. That was the least of his worries. 
Since when had he ever had trouble getting a hard-on? 
He'd fuck the life out of al of them, just see if he didn't. 
If it ever got that far. 

Susan came downstairs, dressed to the nines 

and smeling al floral. Not roses; some other kind of 
flower. "Aren't you going to take your shower?" she 
asked. "They'l be here in half an hour. Don't worry. I've 
left you plenty of hot water." 

But the rope on the soap isn't long enough to 

hang myself, he thought. 

Without saying a word, he got up and climbed 


the stairs to their bedroom. Susan had laid out his 


clothes on the bed, specialy chosen for the occasion. 
Dinner clothes. He wouldn't be in them for long. He 
turned and went into the bathroom. 

He stood under the shower a good ten minutes, 

until the water started to turn cold. He got out, toweled 
down, shaved and brushed his teeth, then combed his 
hair. The vanity mirror was al steamed up, and he had 
to wipe it down every couple of minutes. 

He came into the bedroom naked, leaving the 

wet towel and his dirty clothes in a heap on the 
bathroom floor. Damned if he was going to clean up so 
everything would look nice for Susan. It was a dirty 
business. Damned if he'd do her fucking dishes either! 
He got the handgun out of the dresser where 

he'd hidden it. It was the only clean thing in the room as 
far as he was concerned. Clean and loaded. Susan 
didn't know he'd taken it. She'd be scared shitless if she 
did. 

It was important he make up his mind now. It 


wouldn't do to do whatever came into his head when it 


was time. He should have been thinking of it al week. 

He sat down on the bed next to his clothes and 

studied the gun. Should he kil al three, or just Susan? 

Maybe Susan and Duane. Or shoot out Duane's 

kneecaps and let him watch while he fucked his wife, 

then put a bulet in his faggot head. Judith wouldn't fight 

it. She'd be too scared to move. Or point the gun at 

them and tie them al up and do whatever he wanted to 

each of them. His game, not theirs. 

Could he go through with it? It. What was /t? 

Shooting them or the goddamn four-way? 

He put the barrel in his mouth and puled the 

trigger. What the hel. He'd destroyed himself already. 
KKK 

Duane bowed out of the next poker game 

without saying a word and never showed up again. 

Charles caled after a week or so to ask what had 

happened, exactly. Had he been to the funeral? Why 

didn't Susan let anyone know? Duane answered 


something noncommittal and mumbled an empty 


promise about getting together soon. 

He ran into Pearl several months after the 

divorce. It had been a year since he'd seen any of 
Judith's old crowd. She suggested they go for coffee. 
He refused. She insisted. 

"Have you seen Judith lately?" he asked. 

"Sorry. Of course you have. | don't Know why | 
bothered asking. Is Susan stil living with her?" 

"Yes, as far as | know. | don't see much of any 

of them except Julia, and | don't let her tel me anything. 
You know what she cals George? Pathetic. But | 
suppose I'd have heard if they split. And you? Have 
you found yourself a boyfriend?" 

"What makes you think I'd be looking for one? 

Look, | don't want to be here with you. | don't know 
why I let you talk me into it." 

"To ask me the question you just did. Why are 

you looking at me like that? Do you think it was my 
fault what happened?" 


"| don't care whose fault it was. | blame myself. 


| blame Susan and Judith. | can't begin to say how 
much I hate them. | hope they both rot. | hope we al 
rot." 

"Just for the record, | had nothing to do with it. 

| didn't know a thing about that filthy little game they 
cooked up, no more than you did. How would | have 
found out? Julia didn't tel me." 

"But she knew, didn't she?" 

"| haven't asked. | don't want to know, and | 

think you're better off not knowing too." 

"You're right. Knowing or not knowing won't 

make me feel any better. Al | can think of is what | saw 
that night. It haunts me. We'd just puled up in front of 
the house when we heard the gunshot. We had the top 
down on the convertible. 'What was that?’ Judith asked. 
And then, a minute later, this terrible screaming. The 
door was unlocked. Judith ran upstairs. | tried to stop 
her, but she puled away. | was more cautious. | thought 
someone might have broken in and so | wanted to look 


around downstairs. Then Judith caled me, and | went 


upstairs and saw." 

"You don't have to tel me." 

"If you want to talk about it, you have to know. 

George was lying naked on the bed next to his clothes, 
but you couldn't tel it was him. His head was blown 
apart, blood, brains spattered on the wal behind him. 
Judith was holding Susan. She was hysterical. | phoned 
for help, and when the ambulance came, they took 
Susan, she was in such a State, and sent for another for 
George's body." 

“Duane, please." 

"The police wouldn't let us leave. They 

questioned us forever, separately, me in that terrible 
room and Judith downstairs. | kept wondering, was she 
going to say anything about what we'd come for? | said 
it was just for dinner, and luckily so did Judith. It was 
crazy. This cop kept looking for a note and asking why 
George hadn't left one. Finaly | screamed at him, 'How 
should | know why he didn't leave a note? Would you 


leave a note if you were going to kil yourself?’ And you 


know what he answered? 'People leave notes.' Would 
you leave a note, Pearl?" 

"My guess is that he didn't plan it. It must have 

been a spur of the moment thing." 

"Judith refused to come home. She insisted we 

go to the hospital to be with Susan, but they wouldn't let 
us see her, and | fel asleep in the waiting room. When | 
woke up, Judith had gone in to Susan. Would you 
believe? She was perfectly calm." 

"She was sedated, Duane." 

"| don't think | would have been. They'd have 

had to knock me out. She was calm, and Judith was 
sitting beside her, holding her hand, petting her hair, 
kissing her, as if that's was what she needed to comfort 
her." 

"Women are like that." 

"It was wrong then, for the two of them. Under 

the circumstances. If | hadn't already known they were 
lovers, I'd have known it then. George couldn't have 


been further from their thoughts." 


"You think so? It's natural to comfort the 

bereaved." 

"You didn't see them; | did. | may as wel not have 

been there. And | couldn't think of anyone but George, 
about how | went merrily along with my arrangements 
—their arrangements, realy—without so much as a 
thought as to what was going on in his mind. | stared at 
them in disbelief, and thought, 'It's over,’ meaning my 
marriage, and Judith looked up and said, 'Not now, 
Duane.' She knew what | was thinking." 

"You know why Julia didn't tel me, don't you?" 

"Tel you what?" 

“About their plans. Assuming she knew them." 

"| don't know, and I don't care." 

"But | do. She didn't tel me because she knew 

I'd go straight to you. I'd have gone to George, except | 
thought he was scum because of how he browbeat his 
wife into putting on that demonstration of lesbian sex for 
him with a prostitute. Besides, he hates my guts... hated 


my guts. He wouldn't have believed me." 


" / don't believe you." 

"No, | Suppose you don't. | can't help that. | stil 

want to have my Say." 

"Say away, Pearl, if it makes you feel any 

better." 

"It doesn't, not in the way you mean. | feel 

terrible about George, but | don't feel responsible." 

"I can see that." 

"Please, Duane. Let me finish. | knew what they 

were up to. Not the bit with you and George. Their 
relationship, if that's what you cal it, the things they did 
together, al of them, but | was never a part of it. It 
amused me to listen to them talk about it, but | didn't 
approve, and they knew it. They thought it was their 
lesbianism | found distasteful. It wasn't; it was their 
clubbishness." 

"But it flattered you to be included." 

"As a mascot, yes, and yes, | ate it up." 

"| didn't divorce Judith because she's a lesbian. 


| hope | made that clear. It knocked me back on my 


ass when | first found out. It bewildered me, and I went 
along with George, who wanted to get back at them. 
He thought it belittled him. He resented it; | didn't. By 
the next morning | was saying to myself, 'What 
difference does it make? Why should | care?’ If Judith 
needed the physical and emotional intimacy with 
another woman, it didn't mean she didn't love me. She 
wanted what | had to give her as a man and husband, 
and she wanted other things too, things | didn't have to 
give. Is that infidelity? | thought she was a good wife to 
me. Does that make any sense?" 

"To me, no. Infidelity is infidelity. And don't 

forget you went along with George's desire for 
revenge." 

"That's true enough. It was a game, or | tried to 

make it one to make George's revenge less vicious, a 
kind of harmless prank." 

"Are sexual pranks ever harmless?" 

"| thought they could be and stil think so, but 


you have to be careful. The butt of the joke may think 


more's at stake than you do. | like to play tricks on 
other people as much as anyone, but | don't like it when 
people play tricks on me. Al the time | thought | was 
playing along with George, Judith and Susan were 
manipulating me by making us out to be swingers. | 
divorced her because she used me, not because she's a 
lesbian or bisexual or whatever. Worse, she used me to 
hurt another human being." 

"They used me, too; | see that now. They 

thought it was fun to shock me." 

"Did they? Shock you, | mean." 

"No. | told them they were playing with fire, 

and they laughed at me. That's when Judith asked, 'Do 
you think Duane is queer?" 

He groaned. 

"That's not al. It gets worse. Julia said, 'I bet | 

can find out."" 

God! he thought, and she claims none of this 

was her fault! Why was she teling him this anyway? 


To make a clean breast of her involvement? To twist 


the knife? To pump him for salacious information? 

She went on, "She reported back. She gave 

you her seal of approval." 

"Wil you just drop the subject? It's one of 

many things related to this business I'm not proud of." 
" Are you a homosexual, Duane?" 

"| didn't use to think so; now I'm not so sure. | 

got a kick out of doing it with George, but that was 
because it was naughty. Now | find myself asking, 'Did 
| love him?' I didn't. | do now, maybe, but | didn't then. 
| wish I had. I'd be happier if | were gay." He laughed 
bitterly. "That sounds stupid, doesn't it, when you 
remember what gay is Supposed to mean." 

"I should have spoken up then, said something 

to you. | suppose in that way | was guilty. | didn't mean 
this to be a confession, but we should speak up when 
there's something we don't like. It's our duty. No, 'don't 
like’ is an understatement." 

"But you stil see Julia." 


"Yes. Some friendships are hard to break." 


“Not as hard as you think. Look what | did to 
George." 

"Sometimes | think we're al cowards at heart, 

and though it seems cruel of me to say it, none more 
than George." 

"Pathetic, huh? Isn't that what Julia said?" 

"| don't think cowards are necessarily pathetic. 

Don't torture yourself, Duane." 

“Thanks. I'l try not to." 

She put ten dolars on the table. "I don't want 

you to pay for me." 

"| wouldn't think of it." 

She stood up to leave. 

"Pearl?" 

"Yes?" 

"Do you think Susan feels at al guilty for what 
happened to George?" 

"She wanted to make him pay, but not with his 

life. She blames herself, though | don't think any rational 


person can hold her responsible for his suicide. Anyone 


who'd kil himself over something like that has serious 
problems to begin with." 

“That's what | keep teling myself." 

"Exactly. When | said | wanted to make a clean 

breast of it, it wasn't George | felt | needed to apologize 
to." 

"So al this has been an apology?" 

"Yes. Didn't you understand? | suppose | 

Should have come right out and said it. I'm sorry, 
Duane. Very, very sorry. Judith also blames herself, | 
hope you realize, and rightly so. Not because of George 
either—for destroying your marriage. | can't imagine a 
greater betrayal of trust than what she did to you." 

"| don't care about Judith. | asked about 

Susan." 

"| hear she's a wreck. Julia says that Judith is 

worried about her. She cries in bed at night, and 
sometimes she'l start to cry while they're making love. 
So yes, I'm sure she feels worse than you do. They 


both do. No one could be that heartless. Wel, 


goodbye." 
Duane didn't answer. He sat for a few minutes 
after she left, picked up the ten dolars, and went to the 


cash register to pay the bil. 


Since the Reunion 


~ 1~ 

| read down the list again, trying to put faces to 

names that sounded vaguely familiar. Many | 
remembered vividly, on others | drew a blank and was 
sure | hadn't known them, though | might have— 
twenty-five years is a long time. 

Next to each name, the essential information: 

their profession, the city they lived in, and for some, 
"married, x number of children", capsule definitions of a 
human being. A handful of those names were folowed 
by the letter Y, whatever that meant. A few | knew 
about already; they had become famous. Some names, 
not al that many, realy, but more than | thought there 
would be, were folowed by the single word 

"deceased", and perhaps a sixth of them were marked 
NIA—"no information available". | was one of those. 


My mother had forwarded the list to me. 


Having no other, they'd sent the announcement of the 
high school reunion to my childhood address, where she 
stil lived, the only one on the block who hadn't either 
died or moved away. "You should go," she urged me 
over the phone. "It coincides with your visit. What else 
would you do al day? Sit at home alone with me? You 
haven't kept in touch with any of your old friends." 

| dug out my yearbook, Class of 1960. | didn't 

expect I'd find it, buried in some dusty carton in the 
basement if it was there at al, but it turned up in the first 
box | opened. | brought it upstairs and went into the 
living room to leaf through it, the reunion list in hand. 
The list was alphabetical by first names to make 

it easier to locate the married women. In fact, it gave 
the nicknames we'd known each other by, though how 
the handful of alums who were organizing the reunion 
knew them al was a mystery. The yearbook used our 

ful names, and seeing faces | recognized labeled with 
names I'd only heard teachers pronounce made them 


seem like total strangers. | felt like three different people 


—Robert in the book, Robbie on the list, Bob now. 

With the photos' help, | remembered some of 

the names | hadn't been able to place; others | didn't. | 
looked for the girls | had dated, a couple of whom I'd 
Slept with. Most of them were quite good looking, if 
you alowed for those awful fifties hair-dos. What did 
they look like now? The list was just a list. It didn't give 
a recent photo. 

| didn't have to look for my senior picture; | 

knew what it made me look like—a nerd. That was just 
the photo. I'd been shy, yes, but popular. | looked 
completely different now. The glasses, for one. | didn't 
get my first pair until a month or so before graduation 
and hadn't worn them for my senior picture. 

I'd had sex with a couple of the boys too. | ran 

down the list again to see which of them were married. 
A couple of them were, a couple weren't, and one 
deceased. AIDS, probably. There would be more. 

They stil hadn't found a cure for it; they'd only isolated 


the virus a year or two before. 


| looked for specific photos, then checked them 
against the list. Pam, whom I'd taken out dozens of 
times—lI'd realy had the hots for her!—without ever 
getting into her pants. NIA. Janice. I'd got into hers one 
night in a make-out session that had been more sultry 
than you'd think high school kids could have, but we 
didn't go al the way. Housewife, in some town in the 
Deep South I'd never heard of. She rated a Y. Alyssa, 
whom I'd taken to the prom, Y. What the hel did Y 
mean? 

| reread the letter that had come with it. Y— 

yes, wil be at the reunion. It also told which of the old 
teachers planned on coming. Mrs. Samuels, Madame 
Larpenteur. Was she stil alive? I'd love to see her! Not 
that she'd remember me. I'd only had one class with 
her. 

| went through the book, picture by picture, along 

with the list, thinking of whom | wanted to see again and 
looking for a Y next to their names. Carl, one of the 


class studs, Y. Divorced. How many children? 


Divorced more than once, it seemed. Artemis, 
elementary school art teacher in a nearby city, also Y. 
Wilma, a federal judge in Boston—good for her! must 
be one of the first black women judges, if not the very 
first—wouldn't be coming, unless she hadn't responded 
yet. Pauline, radio announcer—she had to be kidding! 
—Y. Phil, freelance—freelance what, for God's sake? 
—even shyer than | had been, but liked by everyone, 

Y. Gary, reporter in the South African bureau of a 

major American newspaper, Y. On leave, | Supposed, 

or between assignments. 

| thought I'd go after al. It was cheap enough. 

Yearly dues thirty dolars, plus another twenty for 
admission, which included dinner. Cash bar. Even if | 
spent a few more on drinks there and afterward when, 
as was bound to happen, a group of us went to a club 
together, it would cost less than when I took Mandy out 
for dinner and a show. 

The letter said, "Spouses and significant others 


welcome." Very enlightened of them, not that | 


expected to see many husbands and wives there. 
Mandy had to work and wouldn't be with me on this 
visit. She'd be bored, anyway. | might be too. 
| continued going through the book. Steven, ten 
times shyer than Phil and definitely a nerd, married with 
five kids, Y. A lot of teachers, a couple of doctors, 
some CPAs. And then | came to Cora's picture. I'd 
forgotten about her. A briliant girl, talented and very 
pretty, outgoing and unaffected, more an acquaintance 
than someone | was close to, but we'd belonged to the 
Same set and she was a good friend of many of my 
friends. NIA. What kind of life had she had? 

KKK 
About twenty of my old classmates had arrived 
before me. It was hard to tel with them scattered 
around the lobby, mixed in with alumni of other years 
divisible by five. More people kept trickling in. | 
assumed ours would be the largest group, twenty-five 
being a special number. 


Phil was the first one | saw, sitting at a table by 


the window with a half-dozen others from our class, 
including Alyssa. He didn't look at al shy, but totaly at 
ease and very voluble, otherwise very much the same, 
as thin as he was in his teens, a middle-aged man with 
graying hair and stubble and a kid's build. Another 
difference: my gay-dar clicked on as soon as | laid eyes 
on him, not that his mannerisms were in any way 
effeminate. He recognized me immediately and waved 
for me to come join them. 

Alyssa gave me a big hug and fel to reminiscing 

about the prom. Her speech was labored, her words 
slurred. She had survived two strokes and walked with 
a cane. 

"| had a feeling you'd be here," Phil said. 

| asked, "Freelance what?" Freelance 

everything, it seemed. He earned most of his spotty 
income as a "freelance office worker"—who knew 

there were such things?—and a freelance research 
assistant for such a wide variety of projects | thought he 


must have become one of those generalists who 


specialize in everything. But his great passion was 
photography. He freelanced in that capacity, too, but it 
didn't bring in much. 

It appeared that Phil, of al people, had kept 

tabs on just about everyone he'd known, either directly 
or through others he'd stayed in touch with. When | 
asked about someone, he usualy had the answers. Pam 
had dropped out of sight, vanished without a trace. 
Connie thought she'd seen her once on the news, ina 
crowd of people at a Free Angela Davis raly in 

Chicago. She'd cut her hair—beautiful, red-blond hair 
that reached below her waist. As | said, | lusted after 
her in high school. 

"And Cora?" 

Hadn't | heard? Cora had developed 

schizophrenia a year or two after she graduated from 
colege and had to be institutionalized. Elie had made it 
a point to visit her there whenever she was in town, but 
at the last class reunion, the hospital told her Cora had 


been discharged, the result of one of the city's painless 


money-saving cutbacks that affected those who needed 
help most. They had a phone number on file, but it had 
been disconnected. She was living on the streets now, 
for al Elie knew. 

"I'm looking forward to seeing Gary again," Phil 

was Saying. "He missed the last reunion." They'd 
roomed together in colege. 

"Now there's a guy I'd recognize in a minute!" 

Gary was one of the people I'd most looked forward to 
seeing. 

"Think again. He's lost al his hair, bald as a 

bowling bal." 

| got up to circulate. Some people I'd wanted 

to see had forgotten me, others whom I'd forgotten 
came up to say helo. Pauline claimed to remember me 
—"How could | forget? | know everyone here!"—but | 
could tel she didn't have a clue. On the other hand, 
Charles, one of our semi-famous graduates—he was a 
flautist in the Philharmonic—seemed genuinely glad to 


see me, too. | hadn't even known he played until | 


bought one of his recordings on sale without looking to 
see who the soloist was. As for Artemis, her face lit up 
after I'd introduced myself. No one there was used to 
seeing me with glasses. 

“Robbie! Why didn't you let the committee 

know you were coming? A lot more people would've 
shown up if they'd known you'd be here." 

Nobody had caled me Robbie since high school, 

but I'd become used to the name again already, and it 
felt right with these people. "You think so?" | asked. "I 
wasn't that popular." 

"| liked you. And you're one of those who 

completely dropped out of sight." 

"Not realy. Fran went to the same colege." 

“Colege," she snorted. "That was a lifetime ago. 

You'd be surprised how many people have asked about 
you at the reunions." 

Steven was one of the few who came with his 

wife. He'd shed his former nerdiness, maybe by passing 


it on to her. Janice, too, had come with her husband. 


She introduced me to him, then went on to embarrass 
me no end by bringing up our steamy make-out session, 
which, she said, she remembered fondly. It didn't faze 
her husband, who spoke with a heavy southern accent 
and looked every inch the redneck. Of course he 
couldn't be, not if Janice married him. As for the town 
I'd never heard of, it wasn't much of a town at al, and 
they lived thirty miles from it. They raised goats. She 
gave me an address for ordering their home-made 
cheese. 

Gone was the old spirit of competition, the 

worries about fitting in, things | had not looked forward 
to reliving. As far as | could tel, it was a purely social 
gathering, with no hidden agendas. 

Elie puled me off to the side. "I'm worried 

about Phil," she said. "Do you think he has AIDS?" 

"He looks okay to me. Thin, yes, very thin, but 

no thinner than he was in high school, not what I'd cal 
emaciated. He looks healthy enough." At the time, a 


diagnosis of AIDS was pretty much a death sentence 


and would remain one for about another ten years. 
Elie didn't seem convinced. "Let's hope so. | 

didn't want to say anything where the others could hear. 
He's not out to everyone." 

Then why tell me? "But he is out to some?" | 

said. 

"Connie knows. And Gary." 

"Gary. Is he here yet? How's he doing? 

Married?" 

"| haven't seen him. Yes, he's married, but he 

won't bring his wife. Never does. He didn't find out 
about his sexuality til later." 

What on earth was she talking about? He found 

out about his sexuality after he got married? 

She saw my confusion and explained. "Phil 

didn't know he was gay when he was rooming with 
Gary. Anyway, she never comes to the reunion. Phil's 
the only one who's met her. They have two kids. The 
older boy's autistic. A terrible tragedy!" 


The way she kept jumping back and forth 


between the two of them, | thought for a second that 
she'd said that Phil had sired two children with Gary's 
wife. If | didn't change the subject, | might start giggling. 
"| don't see many spouses here. Mine couldn't 

make it. How about yours?" 

"We're divorced. No children, fortunately. | 

can't see myself as a single mom." 

| blended in briefly with a sizable group that had 

formed around Carl. He remembered everyone and 

was interested in no one; he'd come to talk about 
himself. | scanned the room for people | hadn't seen yet 
or wanted to talk more with. The group at Phil's table 
had disbanded; another, younger, class had taken it 
over. | decided to step outside for a cigarette. 

| saw Phil at the bottom of the steps talking to a 

man who looked in his early thirties and whom | didn't 
recognize. | went up to them, and heard he, too, had a 
southern accent, but less heavy than Janice's husband's. 
Phil introduced us. "My partner, Lance. I'm 


trying to convince him to come inside." 


He didn't have much chance of succeeding. 

Lance looked embarrassed enough at having met one of 
us. 

"See, Robbie doesn't mind we're gay," Phil went 

on. " Do you?" 

"No." | pronounced the word at a low pitch, 

moving through several notes as | shook my head side 
to side. 

"| didn't think you would." 

What did he mean by that? But he went on: 

“This here was one of our class liberals, Lance. The last 
person you'd expect to hang on to those old-fashioned 
prejudices we used to have." 

Elie came bounding down the stairs. "I thought 

it was you two. Is this your partner, Phil? Hi. I'm Elie." 
She held out her hand. 

Lance mumbled a few words and fled as soon 

as he could. "I'l see you at the hotel, Phil. Don't worry 
about me. Go out with your friends if you want. I'l be 


fine." 


Phil turned to watch him go, exasperated. "It's a 
Shame he chickened out. There are lots of people here 
he'd enjoy meeting." 

"Maybe he'l be less uptight five years from 

now," | said encouragingly. "Or was he like this at the 
last reunion too?" 

"We weren't together then. | was trying to lure 

him upstairs," he explained to Elie. 

"Oh," she piped up cheerily, "did you decide to 

come out?" 

"Not right at the moment." 

| half suspected he said that just in case she'd 

got it into her mind to help out. 

"Wel, | hope we get to see more of him," she 

said. "Ohmygod!" 

| turned in the direction she was looking but 

could see nothing that would have prompted her to say 
that. "What?" | asked. 

"That's Cora." 


So | got to see Cora, whom | never expected 


to find there, while Gary, whom I'd counted on seeing, 
didn't show. 

SD 

Of al the people I met at the reunion, Phil and 

Lance are the only ones l've remained in contact with, 
though I'd love to see Artemis again, and Gary 
someday. Phil says he was at the thirtieth, which | 
missed. Phil hasn't missed a single reunion, though he 
and Lance live in San Francisco, clear across the 
country. | visited them a couple of times after my 
divorce. 

On my first, a week-and-a-half-long visit two 

years after the reunion, | slept on the couch in Phil's 
very cluttered living room while he and Lance slept 
together in the bedroom. Lance had his own apartment 
on the bus line to his job. He lived there during the 
week and came to Phil's on weekends. Knowing that, | 
was a bit surprised they made no sex noises to disturb 
me. They didn't keep it down; they made none at al. I'd 


have heard them, since the bedroom was right next to 


the living room, separated from it by glass-paned 
French doors hung with a cotton curtain for privacy. 
They insisted on showing me the famous San 
Francisco gay scene, which Phil wasn't much a part of 
and didn't want to be. | had the impression Lance 
would have liked to, but it wasn't an option for 
someone partnered with Phil. Saturday evening, they 
dragged me to a couple of bars where | thought Phil 
must have felt as much a tourist as I did. Lance less so. 
He used to frequent them before he hooked up with 
Phil and several people remembered him, so he kept 
wandering off. He even ran into an old buddy. 
"Howdy, stranger," the man said loudly enough 

for us to hear across the room. 

"Was that a pick-up line?" | asked Phil. 

"No, sarcasm. That's Blake. Lance slept with 

him a couple of times." 

"Before he met you?" 

"Of course before. No surprise there. Half the 


gay men in the Bay Area have slept with him." 


"Meaning Blake." 

"Of course Blake." 

"But you haven't." 

"Lord, no. Here they come. He'l probably put 

the make on you." 

"Blake or Lance?" | joked. | didn't know why, 

but one look from Phil told me I'd said the wrong thing. 
Lance was either very buzzed or pretending to 

be. He introduced me as a Straight friend he was trying 
to convert. 

"Bi-curious?" 

"No, just curious," | said wryly. 

"Curious about what?" 

"Pretty much everything." 

This was going nowhere; at least nowhere / 

wanted to go. "Phil you know already," Lance went on. 
"Ah, yes, the boyfriend. | remember." 

"You should. This isn't the first time we met. Far 

from it." 


"Just humoring Lance. How you been?" 


"Just dandy. Excuse me while | take a piss." 

Blake did look like someone who could have 

Slept with half the men in town. He wasn't exceptionaly 
good looking—just average—but he oozed horniness. 
"What's eating him?" he asked. 

"Annoyed with Lance, | think." 

"Me? What've / done?" 

Blake guffawed. "You mean he's jealous?" 

"No, | mean our friend here has drunk too 

much." 

"| can see you don't know Lance wel." 

"I'm an old high school friend of Phil's. Why?" 

"This is nothing. You should see Lance when he 

realy ties one on. Can | buy you a drink?" 

"No thanks. I'm driving." 

"You can buy me another daiquiri," Lance said. 

"| won't refuse." 

Lance sidled up to me the second Blake 

headed toward the bar. "But you're my friend too, 


aren't you?" he simpered. "You said you were Phil's 


friend." 
| moved away. "Wel, aren't 1?" 
Until then it hadn't occurred to me | might be 
the one Phil was jealous of. If Lance was attracted to 
me, he hadn't let on, not as far as | could see, but he 
might have said something to Phil. Not in so many 
words—just talked about me too much. 
If Lance had taken it into his head to come on 
to me, he was barking up the wrong tree. | wasn't 
interested, and I'd have put him off even if | were on 
account of Phil. They say al's fair in love and war, but | 
don't buy it. We wouldn't try people for war crimes if it 
were true. 
We left shortly after Phil got back from the 
men's room. | said | was tired, pleading jet lag. But 
Lance made us wait until he finished his daiquiri. 

x OK OOK x 
We spent a couple of hours the next afternoon 
stroling around the Castro, Phil muttering "Clones!" 


under his breath every time we passed a flamboyantly 


butch or queeny fag, which was pretty often. Frankly, | 
was bored. Aside from the high concentration of gay 
men, it looked like any other downtown neighborhood, 
with nothing particularly worth seeing. 

"You should take me to one of the nude 

beaches, too," | suggested. 

"We don't go to them much," Phil said. 

"You don't go to the Castro often, either. And | 

have a car." They didn't. 

"There are a couple near the bridge you can get 

to by bus." 

"Are they as nice as the ones down the coast? 

It'l get you out of the city, see some nice scenery." 
"Meaning naked men?" Lance quipped. 

“Meaning the coast. I'm a tourist, remember? | 

didn't rent a car to spend my whole time here in the 
city." 

"You realy do want to visit a nude beach, don't 

you?" Phil asked. 


"I'd fit in better there than | do here." 


| did, in fact, feel very much out of place in 

Castro, pretending to be one hundred percent straight 
when I was seventy-five percent at most. I'd done wel, 
though, | reflected, not letting Phil know I'd had 
homosexual experiences, not because | felt | had 
anything to hide, but because it would keep Lance at 
bay if he thought | was straight. On the other hand, it 
might only be my imagination. Lance was the type who 
flirts with every man if there's the slightest chance he's 
gay, not at al the kind of person who'd be too shy to go 
to his partner's high school reunion. 

"I'm sorry, Lance. Did you say something?" 

"I asked how you would fit in better." 

“Undressed, I'd look like everybody else. 

Besides, | haven't been skinny-dipping in years." 
"Believe me," Phil said, "you won't go skinny- 

dipping. The Pacific's a lot colder than the Atlantic. Did 
you have a particular beach in mind?" 

"I was counting on you to pick one. | haven't 


been to any of them. You do know some of them, at 


least. Am I right?" 
"Gay or mixed?" 
"Wherever you'l feel more comfortable. I'm not 
going there to cruise." 
"Gay," Lance said flatly, "but it'l be cruisy." 
“That won't bother me." 
So we drove to San Gregorio my second 
weekend there. 

x k k k 
Except for two mornings at the library working 
on a report he absolutely had to get done, Phil had 
arranged to take the week off to spend time with me. 
Lance worked nine to five, and I didn't see him again 
until the weekend. "I'm counting on you to be faithful," 
he teased Phil when he left Monday morning. 
"Promise you'll be faithful," Phil shot back. 
We took advantage of my rented car and Phil 
showed me around the Bay Area—Sausalito, the Muir 
Woods, Mount Tam, the Berkley Hils. That week we 


realy got to know each other and became good friends. 


He was curious about my divorce, whether I'd found 
the experience traumatic. 

"It was pretty amicable as divorces go, not so 

much traumatic as a relief. We had issues." 

"What kind of issues?" 

"You name it. We disagreed on everything, or it 
seemed like we did. We'd grown apart, that's al. Once 
we didn't feel trapped in the relationship, it became 
possible to like each other again." 

"Then you stil see each other." 

"Fairly often, as friends." 

In turn, | asked about his homosexuality, when 

he had decided he was gay. "You weren't in high 
school, as far as anyone knew." 

"Not decided, discovered. | didn't give sex 

much thought in high school." 

“Hard to believe." 

Phil shrugged. According to him, he was as 

innocent as a kid before puberty, maybe because he 


assumed he was attracted to girls and wasn't realy. It 


never occurred to him he might be interested in boys. 
Elie was right, he said. He didn't know he was gay 
when he and Gary were colege roommates. He had 

sex with a couple of girls and didn't see what was so 
special about it. It was Gary who suggested he might 
prefer sex with boys. He tried it, and it al came clear to 
him. He came out right away and found the only one he 
knew who cared was his father, who refused to 
acknowledge it up to the day he died. 

"Did he give you a hard time?" 

"No, he just wouldn't talk about it. So you see, 

| had it pretty easy. Not like Lance. His family is 
Southern Baptist." 

| didn't tel him | was bi because of Lance, but 

in everything else | opened up to him. | also got him to 
show me his photographs, though he was reluctant and 
| had to press him. "Not the kind of photos you like 
looking at," he said. 

"Male nudes? What makes you think they'l turn 


me off?" 


"Wel, | doubt they'l turn you on." 

"Are they supposed to? Are they porn or art 
photography?" 

“Would you want to see them if | said they 

were porn?" 

"Are they?" 

"No, they're art. Not great art, but I try." 

With very few exceptions, he worked in black 

and white, and almost al his photos were of men, but 
less than a quarter of them were nudes and only about a 
third of those showed everything. Stil, | could discern 

an element of eroticism in every photo, however faint. 
One sensed the sexual desire in the photographer's eye, 
even when it evoked none in the viewer. 

For example, he had done a "fashion" series of 

young men dressed in white or off-white long-sleeved 
shirts, seen from the base of the rib cage up, each 
modeling a woman's hat from the forties or fifties. They 
appeared perfectly at ease with their semi-transvestism. 


He asked if | thought they looked sily. "Are they 


Supposed to?" | replied, and observed that the effect 
was more unsettling than comic. He didn't see it as 
either, he said. He wasn't making a comment about 
gender roles; he liked the hats, and putting them on 
men's heads made them stand out, made us focus on 
them in isolation; we'd notice them less on a woman. In 
my opinion, they caled attention to the men, which was, 
perhaps, his unconscious intent. 

On an impulse, | asked if he'd like me to pose 

for him. 

"Would you? That'd be great. I'l get out some 

of my hats for you to choose from." 

"| couldn't possibly look as blasé as the men in 

your photos wearing a woman's hat. | meant in the 
nude." 

"First the beach and now this! Quite the 

exhibitionist, aren't you?" 

"Not particularly. It's just that nudity is no big 

deal to me, and you said you couldn't afford to pay for 


models." 


I'd asked where he found his models, and he'd 

told me they were al either friends of his or guys he'd 
chatted up. Most assured him they were straight, and as 
far he knew, they were teling the truth, though with 
some it might have been a way of letting him know they 
wouldn't have sex with him. He wouldn't have in any 
case. He took a very professional attitude when it came 
to his hobby, though he'd become friends with a few of 
his subjects. 

"With the exception of Lance," | said off- 

handedly. 

“Lance won't pose for me, and he wouldn't 

want you to see the pictures if he did." 

"Why? I'l see him at the beach." 

"If he goes. | didn't think he'd agree to it." 

"| assumed you met when he came here to 

model." 

"No, he answered an ad in the personals. I'm 

good at chatting people up but lousy at picking them 


up," he explained. 


If | had posed, my photos would have been 
very different from the others. He favored young 
models of the kind he caled "androgynous", the kind 
that attracted him. He was very specific about what 
turned him on about the male body. | remarked that 
Lance didn't strike me as particularly androgynous. 
"You haven't seen him naked." 
"You haven't seen me naked." 
"I've seen your hairy arms. You'd make an 
interesting subject, but not for a nude. If you're set on 
getting a naked picture of yourself, you can ask Lance 
to do one." 
"He paints?" 
"Yeah, that was why I chose him out of al the 
guys who answered my ad. We can tel him to bring his 
Sketchbook to the beach... if he doesn't back out." 

kk KK 
Lance showed up Friday night without the 
sketchbook; we'd forgotten to tel him. So we had to 


make a detour clear across town to get it. | said we 


could pick one up on the way to save time, but he 
needed his pencils. 

He wanted to sit next to me on the drive down. 

He seemed jittery. At one point he asked out of 
nowhere if | was gay. Phil answered for me and got it 
wrong. 

San Gregorio beach is located on private 

property, so public nudity is not only tolerated; it's legal. 
You pay the owner to park in his field overlooking the 
Pacific and walk down a steep path to the sand. The 
gay section is to the right and the straight to the left, 
which is how Phil said it is on most beaches. "The 
straight part is usualy al men, too," he said, "but they 
don't cruise." 

| thought we should go left since we weren't 

cruising, but Lance insisted we go right and avoid the 
risk of seeing and being seen by naked women. 

The men who go there have built driftwood 

privacy nests along the base of the cliff. Some had a 


tee-shirt hanging over the top to show they were taken. 


Phil informed me that two tee-shirts meant "Do not 
disturb". 

| said that ours would have three. 

"No, someone could interpret that as an 

invitation to join an orgy. Anyway, Lance burns easily, 
so he'l have to keep his on." 

We found a nest roomy enough for the three of 

us. Phil and | stripped down, but Lance was self- 
conscious about his body, which was a lot better 
looking than either of ours, and kept his undies on. | 
could feel him eyeing me as | undressed, but that might 
only mean he was sizing me up for the sketch, and he'd 
seen Phil hundreds of times. 

"If you're going to stay covered up, why does it 

matter which part of the beach we go to?" | asked. 
“Don't you like looking at naked women?" 

"In paintings, not in the flesh." 

Phil warned me to sit on my towel so | wouldn't 

get sand on my butt and have to rinse off. Lance 


seconded him: "Too fucking cold." 


"I've swum in some pretty cold water." 

"Go in up to your ankles and you'l see." 

"| wil, and I think I'l take a walk and check out 

the rest of the beach while I'm at it." 

They hadn't exaggerated about the water and 

were right about the straight beach being mostly men, 
though | did see a few women. On the whole, | thought 
the men were better looking and | figured they'd come 
there to show off. 

Lance had taken off his briefs when | got back 

but kept the tee-shirt on. | told him I didn't see anything 
he oughtn't to be proud of. 

"He took it off for your sake," Phil whispered 

when Lance had gone to find a rock to hide behind 
while he took a leak and then to look for a setting for 
my sketch. So he'd noticed, too. "You know he only 
came here to see you naked," he added. "He thinks 
you're cute." 

"If al he wanted to do was see my dick, he 


could've asked. | hope he isn't thinking of seducing me." 


"He'd better not be!" 

"It would make me happier if | thought he'd 

gone bare ass because he felt comfortable with me." 
"He does. He wouldn't have stripped down if 

he didn't." 

"And because I'm cute?" 

“Because you're the only one of my straight 

friends he's a hundred percent sure doesn't feel queasy 
about gays somewhere in the back of his mind. You 
saw how he was at the reunion." 

"You mean Elie? | suppose she can be a bit 

over the top." 

"Overcompensation. Elie is one hundred 

percent gay friendly. But with you he could tel right 
away. It also helps that you're a male. Remember how | 
phoned him from the club after the reunion and begged 
him to come?" 

"It's probably a good thing he didn't. He 

would've drunk too much." 


"Maybe. He tends to do that when he's 


nervous. Anyway, when | got back to the hotel, he said 
he would've if it had just been you and me." 

"Why? He'd only just met me and we hadn't 

exchanged more than a few words." 

"He could see you were accepting and was 

afraid some of the others wouldn't be." 

| wondered if Lance had been interested me 

then already, not that | could be sure he was now. It 
was at best a suspicion, and a vague one at that. In any 
case, | thought it an unnecessary precaution. He 
wouldn't have been alone. A few spouses and one 
same-sex significant other who hadn't come to the 
reunion had joined us at the club afterward. And if 
Lance had come right away, he'd have got there before 
Elie, who came late, and would have found his place in 
the group before she had a chance to embarrass him. 
Elie had gone to see that Cora made it home 

safely and help her with the doggie bags from the main 
dining room we'd strong-armed the caterer into letting 


her have. The president of the Alumni Association had 


to intervene. Of course Cora couldn't go to a club 
dressed the way she was, nor would we have let her 
drink. She'd behaved normaly enough at the reunion, 
but her sanity was precarious at best. 

"How is she?" we al asked when Elie finaly 

got there. 

"Walking on air. And now | Know where she 

lives, so we can check up on her." 

Cora. How different she looked from her 

yearbook photo! She truly had become another person. 
Three or four others had come out to join us 

just as Lance was leaving. Not for a smoke—I was the 
only one who hadn't quit—but because it was getting 
stuffy in the lobby. Just then Elie had blurted out, 
“That's Cora!" and as soon as she said it, | saw that it 
was Cora, no mistake about it. 

| recognized her easily, horribly altered as she 

was. Dressed in a loose housecoat she must have 
scrounged from a dumpster and a sweater with holes in 


the elbows, her hair streaked with white and uncombed, 


she was standing at the corner of the block, some fifty 
yards off, next to a shopping cart that probably held 
everything she owned in the world, pretending not to 
look at us. Somehow or other she'd heard about the 
reunion and had come to have a look at her old friends, 
hoping no one would recognize her. She froze in place 
when she saw us coming toward her. 

She knew al of us. Her mind was lucid, or at 

least it was that afternoon, but her eyes had lost their 
sparkle and looked as drab as her outfit. Wel groomed 
and vivacious, she would have been a very attractive 
woman. Although the old inteligence was stil there, she 
had lost touch with what was going on in the world and 
spoke like someone who takes no pleasure in life. 

"It's not that bad, realy," she said. "I get my 

meds for free, and | have a place to stay. It's not much. 
There are four of us women in that one room, 
sometimes more, but between us our disability checks 
cover the rent most of the time." 


Elie urged her to come in to the reunion. "We'l 


pay your way," she said. "Christ, how much wil it cost 
us? Five dolars apiece? Or would you rather have the 
money?" 

"We could give her both," Phil said. 

Cora shook her head. 

"Come on," Elie went on. "No charity, just the 

reunion. It wouldn't be a reunion without you, would it? 
Dinner's included. Chicken. Don't tel me you couldn't 
use a wholesome meal." 

“People wil stare at me." 

"We al know you," Artemis said, "and who 

gives a damn what the other classes think? It's our 
twenty-fifth, and enough have said they're coming so 
we're getting a separate room to eat in—the teachers' 
lounge. We actualy get to see the inner sanctum! And 
we don't have to go through the line either. We'l be 
waited on." 

"| can't leave my things. Somebody wil steal 

them." 


"We'l bring your cart into the building and find 


a place for it. One of the security guards wil watch it." 
Phil and | carried the cart up the stairs. Cora 

followed. Elie held her hand, which was al the 
reassurance Cora needed. 

No one fussed over her; it would have 

humiliated her. We neither pretended that she wasn't a 
bag lady nor that she was the old Cora. She was simply 
Cora. Whatever she had become, however much she 
had changed, she was stil Cora, which | suppose is 

how she must have seen herself. We understood that 
she'd come there not to see old friends, much less to 
renew ties with them, but drawn by a desire to 
recapture, vicariously and anonymously, an old life that 
was both stil hers and gone forever. She hadn't thought 
of it as a reunion. We'd al come—or not come—for 

our own reasons and with different expectations, some 
not unlike hers, others worlds apart. 

|, for one, had gone out of curiosity, a motive 

that vaguely resembled Cora's. | had certainly not 


expected to become good friends with Phil. We'd been 


casual friends in high school, more than acquaintances, 
but not al that close. Since the reunion, I'd folowed 
through him what was happening in the lives of my 
former classmates—passively and at a distance, as 
Cora might have done. I got the alumni newsletter, but 
never sent in news about myself. Alyssa had died of her 
third stroke; Elie had remarried; Charles's discography 
was growing by leaps and bounds; Gary was in 
Indonesia. 

Over dinner Cora's apprehension thawed little 

by little, and she talked happily about old times and 
asked about friends who hadn't come. She remembered 
things more clearly than any of us, except where the 
restrooms were. Elie had to show her. 

We didn't hang around the old school after 

dinner. Before we left for the club, Artemis wrote down 
her address and phone number and pressed it into 
Cora's hand. "Fifty miles isn't that far away," she told 
her, "and it's on the train line." 


I'd read in the newsletter that Artemis had had 


an exhibit in an obscure galery and that it had drawn 
praise from the critics. | wondered if Cora had gone to 
see it. 

"Do you know if Artemis ever heard from her?" 

| asked. 

The words barely out of my mouth, | realized 

that they spoke to my own thoughts and bore no 
relation to what we'd been saying. How could Phil 
know who "her" was? But his mind must have been 
treading the same path as mine, for he answered, as if 
my question made perfect sense, "I don't think anyone 
has." 

Not exactly the same, though, for he added, "It 

was stupid of Lance, running off like that when Cora 
had the courage to join us." 

Lance had returned without our noticing a few 
seconds earlier and overheard him. "It wasn't that," he 
said. "It's just that everyone else was so much older 
than me." 


"| don't believe you. What's ten years when 


you're in your forties?" 

"I wil next time." 

| wasn't so sure, since he'd stressed the word 

"next" and put no emphasis at al on "wil". 

"Then I'l see you in three years, if / go to the 

reunion." 

"Whattaya mean, if?" Phil asked. "Of course you'l 

go." 

"I'l only go if you'l be there," Lance said. "I 

want to know more people there than just Phil." 
Lance's statement made me uncomfortable in 

spite of the explanation he appended to it, but Phil just 
smiled and said, "You see, Robbie? You have to 

come." 

~3~ 

| haven't attended any more reunions despite 

Phil's urging every time the next multiple of five 
approaches. I've made another life for myself, one that 
has nothing to do with my high school days—I suppose 


we al have—and although | enjoyed seeing old friends, 


spending a few hours hearing about their lives and 
talking about the past, nostalgia is too weak a motive to 
lure me back in the absence of another reason to return 
to my old home. 

Although it seems unlikely I'l go to another, I'm 

glad | didn't miss our twenty-fifth, if only because Phil 
and | wouldn't have become friends if | hadn't. We talk 
on the phone every so often and see each other once or 
twice a year, and we hardly ever reminisce about old 
times when we do. That we knew each other in high 
school is of no consequence; what matters is that we 
know each other now, and I have no desire to meet up 
with him in a room ful of people who were once but no 
longer are a part of our lives. Phil doesn't feel that way, 
but he never lost contact with many of the others and 
hasn't missed a single reunion. 

Lance never got to go to any of our reunions 

either. When our thirtieth came round, he'd gone to 
spend time with his dying father, and Phil broke up with 


him a few months before the one after that. | phoned 


Phil to ask if they were getting married during the month 
it was alowed in San Francisco, and he told me he'd 
found out Lance had cheated on him with Blake. It was 
the last thing | expected to hear, if only because on my 
second visit he stopped flirting with me when | came out 
to them as bi. "I knew it!" he said, and that was that. 
Phil and Lance eventualy made up, but they 

aren't lovers anymore. Phil has turned celibate—at least 
| think he has—and Lance has gone through a string of 
short-lived affairs. | see him whenever I visit Phil. He's 
aged considerably, so much that the age difference he 
claimed to be worried about when he wouldn't come to 
the club is no longer visible. | attribute that to his 
drinking. He'd grown a beard the last time | saw him, he 
said to make him look younger. It didn't, no more than 

a high school reunion makes people feel young again. 
We al age and we al move on, and it's good we do. It 
won't be long before we find ourselves applying the 
same past tenses to mul over our present successes we 


now use when we share the memories from our teens. 


As time went on, Mandy and | gradualy saw 

less and less of each other, and eventualy we lost 
touch. | sometimes wonder how she's getting on, more 
than | do about my former classmates. Stil, | always 
ask Phil for news after he's been to a reunion, especialy 
news of Cora. She hasn't been spotted there since the 
one | went to. Kind as we were to her, it must have 
been painful to let us see what she had become, so 
much harder than facing strangers. She understood she 
could not renew old ties. She knew better than anyone 
that you can't recapture a life you left behind a quarter- 
century ago. | may have been wrong to think she was 
drawn there by a curiosity similar to what | felt when | 
got the invitation. Perhaps she came to say goodbye to 
her past. That, too, requires courage, for in order to do 


it, you must first accept the present. 
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Reviews: 

The City of Lovely Brothers: 

Anel Viz's blend of factual events with fictional 

details provides The City of Lovely Brothers a great 
deal of authenticity that quickly puls the reader into the 
story. The brothers and their families are richly drawn 
characters that Mr. Viz brings vibrantly to life. Their 
flaws and imperfections contribute to the overal feeling 
that The City of Lovely Brothers is based on real 

people and true events. Nick's careful observations 
provide a great of insight into the brother's complicated 
and heartbreaking relationship. The family discord rings 
true, and their eventual outcome becomes readily 
apparent. 

—5 ravens from Blackraven's Reviews 

This novel has so much going for it | hardly 

know where to start. It is a Sweeping story of the 
development of the American West, an unusualy 


complete and honest family saga, and has one of the 


best portrayals of a character with a disability in 
historical fiction that | have read.... 

It is refreshing to come across an example of a 
thoroughly satisfying and beloved genre of historical 
fiction, the saga of a pioneer family, with the realism of a 
gay family member included, namely Caliban. 
Statisticaly every family must have had gay brothers 
and sisters, but it is rare to come across this in literature. 
Viz provides an ilustration of a happy couple against 

the brutality of the time where being that different was 
dangerous. 

— 4% stars from "That's Al She Read" 

P'tit Cadeau: 

When an author can bring to life not only the 

characters but their experiences, then | know that this is 
someone whose words | can turn to when I need to be 
reminded that there is always something beyond this 
moment; a friend, a neighbour, a kind word or a smile, 
something that is a gift given and that I can use to 


bolster myself. And in Anel Viz's P'tit Cadeau, | have 


found those words and experiences. There is something 
—perhaps indefinable, maybe more concrete, I'm not 
sure which—that resonates so very deep within me. 
—5+ stars from Top 2 Bottom Reviews 

This is a rich and satisfying book, taking the 

reader into the lives of wel-developed characters who 
meet and overcome intriguing hurdles in their search for 
happiness through a beautifuly described landscape. | 
have now read it more than once ... | urge you to read 
it. | Know you wil enjoy it. 

—5 stars from Wilde Oats 

The House in Birdgate Alley: 

The House in Birdgate Alley is a very wel- 

written, thoroughly enjoyable story that plunges the 
reader headlong into late 19th century London. I'm very 
impressed with Anel Viz' ability to write in a style that 
sounds as if it was written over one hundred years ago, 
with perfect language, voice, and tone, both for the 
characters of the upper classes, and for the Cockney 


voices and sensibilities of the others. Since the story is 


open-ended, | wil be reading other stories by Anel Viz 
as soon as possible, and hoping for others featuring 
some of these characters in the future. 


—4»2 cherries from Whipped Cream Reviews 


